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1. Introduction 

The capacity of local communities to organize and cooperate for the management of 

natural resources and the provision of local public goods has been widely documented in the 

behavioral, environmental governance and commons literature (see, for example, Agrawal, 2008; 

Ledyard 1995; Ostrom, 1990, 1998; Ostrom & Ahn, 2009; Zelmer 2003). The literature on civil 

war and conflict has also studied community organization particularly as a form of civil resistance 

(see Kaplan, 2017 for a comprehensive overview. See also Tarrow, 2007). In the particular case 

of Colombia (a country torn by an unusually prolonged internal armed conflict), literature shows 

that community organization and collective resistance affect the capacity of armed groups to 

impose wartime social orders (Arjona, 2016a; 2016b). Civilian autonomy, a form of resistance 

whereby communities successfully refrain from taking sides in or being dragged into armed 

conflict, has also been studied (Kaplan, 2017). This literature shows how civilian resistance arises 

in response to the general threat of armed conflict. Equally relevant is the emergence of 

resistance in the face of more locally specific forms of conflict-related threats. One of such 

threats is the presence and expansion of illicit economies. Specifically, resistance to illicit crops 

has been insufficiently covered by the existing literature on environmental governance and 

community organization in contexts of civil war and conflict. In addition, it has been largely 

ignored in policy debates. This paper contributes to fill this gap. 

 

In 2017, Colombia’s coca crops (Erythroxylum coca) reached an all-time peak of 171.495 ha 

(UNODC, 2018).7 This expansion was concentrated in the Pacific region, a global biodiversity 

hotspot where around 38% of all coca crops in the country are grown (UNODC, 2018). 

Particularly, the rural area of the municipality of Buenaventura, where our research is located, 

offers a puzzling scenario. Certain conditions in this municipality (e.g. low institutional presence 

of the state -including sub provision of public goods-, precarious socio-economic development, 

and proximity to coca) would predict high penetration and expansion of coca crops. Yet, the 

municipality exhibits lower levels of coca vis-à-vis similar municipalities in the region (UNDOC, 

2018). This puzzle turned our attention to exploring the role of community resistance. Our 

                                                 
7 According to the White House Office on National Drug Control Policy, total acreage in 2017 reached 209.000 ha 

(https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/new-annual-data-released-white-house-drug-policy-office-shows-rec-

ord-high-cocaine-cultivation-production-colombia/ Accessed May 2, 2019).    

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/new-annual-data-released-white-house-drug-policy-office-shows-record-high-cocaine-cultivation-production-colombia/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/new-annual-data-released-white-house-drug-policy-office-shows-record-high-cocaine-cultivation-production-colombia/
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specific year (2008), with average acreage of coca between 5 and 20 ha per year. No presence/no 

threat (type 3) defined as Councils with no presence of coca during the period of interest and 

no neighbor Councils with coca. We defined a purposive sample of 13 Councils based on two 

criteria: the presence of crops and the threat of expansion. The sample included five type 1 

Councils, seven type 2 and one type 3. We conducted individual semi-structured interviews with 

leaders from these Councils. Strict ethical procedures were followed so as not to expose leaders 

or researchers to unmanageable risk. Only leaders willing to discuss about this topic were 

included. All had top decision-making roles within their Councils. Interviews were anonymized 

and only registered in written format. Thirteen interviews (each 1.2 hours long on average) were 

carried out, including a group interview (3 leaders from one single Council). Each interviewee 

was presented with a graph of the evolution of coca crops in their Council (as shown in Figure 

4 below) so that they could explain the historical trend of penetration and expansion of crops 

and the reasons for peaks and declines.  

 

Figure 4 - Evolution of coca crops (ha) in thirteen Community Councils 2001-2016 

Source: Authors based on data from UNODC11 

 

                                                 
11 Real names are omitted for security reasons. 
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Third, we identified from the interviews the overall dynamics of coca crops in the 

Councils, including the characteristics of community resistance to crops (or lack of it). Following 

an analytical strategy aimed at maximizing variation within a small-n sample for comparative 

purposes, we selected a purposive subsample of three watershed councils with different levels 

of community organization and presence of crops: Community Council 8 (type 2, henceforth 

CC8), 9 (type 2, henceforth CC9), and 2 (type 1, henceforth CC2). We then carried out fieldwork 

for two and a half weeks in each Council in order to conduct household surveys. We did 541 

surveys in total in almost all villages in each Council. (Some of the farthest villages were excluded 

due to security concerns.) The survey included questions related to: (a) economic and productive 

characteristics of households, (b) their production decisions, and (c) an assessment of variables 

associated with social capital. Each survey lasted 40 minutes on average. They were conducted 

by one of the authors and two trained research assistants. 

  

Finally, 23 additional in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted in the three Councils 

to complement the data provided by the surveys. They included leaders, community members 

and other actors directly involved in strategies of community resistance to illicit crops. The 

analysis of interview data was led by predefined categories of interest (Boyatzis, 1998) -i.e. onset 

of coca crops, expansion, contraction, community resistance, role of the state, and relationship 

with other Councils, as main themes for the analysis (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). Two 

iterations of primary data were conducted. The codification and analysis of data was assisted by 

the QDA software package NVivo 11.  

 

4. Findings 

 

4.1 Illicit crops in Buenaventura: the dynamics in 13 Community Councils 

This section presents the diachronic analysis of the dynamics of coca crops in our sample 

of 13 Community Councils based on the interviews with community leaders. Here we present 

common features shared by most cases, as explained by interviewees.    
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a. The onset of illicit crops 

Illicit crops in the collective territories of the municipality of Buenaventura first arrived in 

the mid-to-late nineties. The onset coincided with two other phenomena: the arrival of Illegal 

Armed Groups (henceforth IAGs), and economic immigration of outsiders (i.e. Afro-

descendants from other regions and people from other ethnic groups like mestizo peasants). 

The relative preponderance of each group as ‘vectors’ for the onset of crops varies and their 

roles are often intermingled. One specific actor may establish the conditions for others to take 

center stage. Except for few cases of economic migration of locals who upon return to their 

communities brought coca-growing expertise with them, in almost all cases the onset of coca is 

regarded as an exogenous phenomenon instilled by people who do not belong to the community. 

 

b. The expansion and contraction of illicit crops 

Once established in the territories, illicit crops exhibit periods of expansion and 

contraction. The following are common factors influencing these dynamics.   

 

Targeted violence. IAGs may resort to violence as an indirect tactic for the expansion 

of crops. Threats or selective massacres cause displacements. In some cases, the return of 

displaced communities coincides with an unusual influx of outsiders. This combined effect 

creates an oversupply of labor, which further increases the pressure that leads to crop expansion. 

IAGs also provide support for outsiders who bring the expertise and the networks needed for 

expanding coca crops and coerce communities into renting or selling their land for cropping. 

 

Changes in the relative productivity of economic alternatives. Subsistence 

agricultural activities cannot compete with coca crops, which are three to five times as profitable 

as legal alternatives depending on the stage on the value chain in which farmers participate 

(Ibáñez, 2010). However, in all but one case in our sample coca is just an alternative that at best 

complements but never fully crowds out legal crops. Coca crops are thus sensitive to changes in 

the relative productivity of legal crops from which communities mainly derive their income. 

Environmental protection enforcement increases barriers for extractive activities (e.g. timber or 
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mining), which raises the likelihood of coca expansion. Coca crops are equally sensitive to the 

relative price of other illicit economies (e.g. illegal gold mining).  

 

Access to networks and markets. Upon arrival, coca growers bring with them pre-

existing connections to coca markets. All else unchanged, more developed networks seem to be 

more likely to lead to crops expansion. Importantly, outsiders -many of whom are itinerant 

migrants- may also create and solidify networks with local community members by establishing 

family ties. Not only does this partially blur the category of outsider itself but it also makes it 

harder to negotiate or exert social control over coca growers.  

 

Government enforcement. All leaders in our sample partially attribute the contraction 

of crops to government-led forced eradication strategies. In 11 out of 13 Councils in the sample, 

leaders manifest that aerial spraying has a positive short-term effect in reducing illicit crops. 

However, they are also aware of the indiscriminate negative side effects that aerial spraying 

brings. “Once sprayed, glyphosate doesn’t know how to tell coca and other plants apart” -as one 

leader put it. Other forms of government enforcement mentioned by leaders include 

interdiction, forced manual eradication and seizures. 

 

4.2 The dynamics of resistance 

Our evidence revealed that in the face of the potential onset and/or expansion of illicit 

crops, some communities decide to oppose illicit crops by engaging in different forms of 

resistance. As a form of collective action, resistance is not cost-free. As will be shown, the 

interests and strategies of leaders and other community members are not necessarily aligned. 

Since leaders are elected representatives, their authority to resist illicit crops emanates, in 

principle, from the community. However, leaders are often the ones who design and promote 

strategies of resistance to which the community reacts. The effectiveness of leadership resistance 

thus depends on how receptive the community is. Conflicts of interest between leaders and 

community members compromise the possibility to agree on the best course of action.  
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Leadership resistance 

Leaders promote resistance to illicit crops from a wide arrange of strategies. These can be 

grouped into four types that are not mutually exclusive: restrained, dissuasive, negotiated, and 

confrontational. 

 

1. Restrained resistance. In its ‘weakest’ form, resistance is manifested as 

vague allusions from leaders with no clear attempt to mobilize the community. They do 

so for three reasons: (a) illicit crops are not perceived as a threat, (b) there is no history 

of active involvement in the community (which makes collective mobilization more 

costly), and/or (c) leaders are in no position to take any of the risks associated with 

conspicuous opposition or direct action. These factors may even encourage leaders to 

ignore the presence of crops altogether. As one leader put it, “We have to take care of 

our territory but we also have to take care of our own lives”. 

 

2. Dissuasive resistance. In this form, resistance primarily relies on the 

perceived effectiveness of cultural-symbolic and rules-based means to dissuade 

community members. Leaders are often under direct threat or significant pressure from 

outsiders, which explains their preference to address the issue directly with the 

community. Specific tactics include (a) intensive internal discussions with community 

members to raise awareness; (b) indirect pressure by denouncing to and/or seeking 

support from formal authorities, an alternative to which leaders resort when the 

community is slightly reluctant; (c) internal educational campaigns and appeals to moral 

arguments to emphasize the risks and costs of illicit crops for the cultural values of 

communities; (d) marches and mobilizations to express public rejection; and/or (e) social 

sanctions for those involved in illicit activities.   

 

3. Negotiated resistance. Resistance of this type responds to a pragmatic 

approach whereby leaders engage in negotiations with actors -local and external- 

involved in illicit crops. Negotiations respond to the need to address the problem more 

directly while not overexposing people to greater risks or exacerbating tensions. While 
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negotiated agreements do not necessarily lead to the eradication of crops, they often 

allow for a suitable compromise from all parties. For example, in one case negotiations 

led to an agreement whereby growers were allowed to keep their crops for five years in 

exchange for a commitment not to expand those crops into other areas. These pragmatic 

approaches may lead to creating tensions within leadership when there are leaders who 

support tougher, less compromising approaches. 

 

4. Confrontational resistance. This type of resistance, which shares some 

of the characteristics of what Epstein (1991) identifies as nonviolent ‘direct action’, is 

manifested in much more direct, conspicuous and combative ways. Strategies include (a) 

pressure on or direct eviction of outsiders, (b) community-organized territory vigilance, 

and/or (c) community-led crop eradication. In order to be effective, confrontational 

resistance requires the engagement of broader segments of the community and entails 

significantly higher risks.  

 

Community resistance 

Leaders explained how communities react to the strategies that, in the majority of cases, 

they are in charge of advancing. Evidence shows that there are three broad types of strategies 

for community members to approach resistance: apathy or rejection, passive receptivity, and 

active or proactive engagement.  

 

1. Apathy or rejection. Some communities may show apathy towards or 

rejection of leadership resistance. Apathy arises when the community perceives that the 

presence of coca deserves scant attention if any at all or when they perceive resistance 

to be unnecessarily risky. “Avoiding picking sides -as one community member put it- is 

a survival mechanism some of us have learnt all too well”. Overt rejection of resistance, 

on the other hand, arises when community members have vested economic interests in 

coca cultivation. As will be analyzed later, this poses additional challenges for leaders and 

the community in general for it lays bare the tension between the goal of maintaining 

unity of purpose and the need to pursue individual economic interests. Importantly, this 
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first type of strategy combines apathy and rejection, which are not -strictly speaking- the 

same phenomenon. They are grouped, however, because of the similar net effect they 

have on resistance. 

 

2. Passive receptivity. In some cases, communities are passively receptive 

to calls from leaders to resist. While they endorse resistance as a legitimate means to 

protect the community, they are hardly willing to engage directly in specific tactics. 

Collective action is thus very limited and difficult to sustain. While communities 

acknowledge that coca crops are a serious issue, they react passively due to pressure from 

coca growers and concomitant security risks. Passivity is exacerbated when the 

community is not sufficiently cohesive or when the legitimacy of leaders is weak. 

 

3. Active or proactive engagement. Some communities are actively 

receptive to resistance and are even willing to mobilize in significantly high numbers to 

participate in disruptive forms of resistance. It stands to reason that when perceived risks 

are low willingness to participate increases. However, this is not an invariant relationship. 

Cohesion among community members and leaders seem to play a key role. So does the 

extent to which coca growers are perceived as foes (which is not always the case). As 

one leader put it, “we managed to get most of the community behind our initiatives 

because relationships between them and coca growers were particularly damaged”. In 

some cases, communities proactively work alongside leaders to define and implement 

collective tactics. Active engagement requires commitment and coordination of people’s 

different resources (time, effort, money), which increases costs. When effective, it 

directly exposes communities -and not only leaders- to a reaction (or retaliation) from 

those interested in coca proliferation. Only rarely do communities resort to these forms 

of resistance as their first course of action. They are often preceded and/or 

complemented by less direct forms of resistance and (often unsuccessful) attempts to 

persuade growers.  
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As this evidence shows, there is an ample array of strategies from which leaders and 

communities choose their own strategic set. For instance, leaders may find it to their advantage 

to prioritize negotiated strategies instead of dissuasive ones. Similarly, communities may be willing 

to emphasize passive receptivity strategies and less inclined to commit to active or proactive engagement. 

For comparative clarity, it is possible to plot each Council in our sample into a graph to illustrate 

how leadership and community resistance play out in defining the overall approach to resistance 

in each case. The graph in Figure 5 illustrates this comparison. This graph does not suggest any 

formal correlation. It only provides a more precise synthesis to organize and illustrate the data 

presented in this section. 

 

Figure 5 - Mapping of Community-Leadership resistance strategies 

 

 

On the x and y-axes are the types of resistance strategies adopted by the community and 

leadership respectively. The x-y position of each Council on the graph reflects the predominant 

types of strategies adopted by communities and leadership according to the relative importance 
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each strategy has in their overall set.12 As additional information, the relative size of each circle 

reflects the average acreage of coca in each Council (2001-2016) as percentage of total Council 

area. 

 

Since leaders are elected representatives it is thus reasonable to expect that the overall 

approach to resistance from the community and leaders should not differ significantly, 

something reflected in the fact that the types of strategies that emerge from our data in each case 

(community and leadership) have a relatively close mutual correspondence. Should this 

assumption hold, Councils in the graph would tend to be clustered along the dashed diagonal. 

While this is roughly the case, some Councils seem to deviate from this expected pattern. Such 

is the case of Councils like CC1 or CC3 where a seemingly eager leadership faces a mainly 

apathetic community. There are no cases where the reverse is true, i.e. an active community that 

faces apathetic leaders. This is hardly surprising for it is the agent, not the principal, who is 

subject to moral hazard. (Also because of the potential bias derived from the fact that our data 

comes from leaders.) In fact, as the data presented in this section shows, when it comes to 

designing and opting for a specific strategy leaders are not merely implementers; they tend to 

take the initiative to persuade communities who mostly react to what leaders bring to the table. 

Only very proactive communities (e.g. CC9, CC10) seem to conform fully to their role as 

principals.    

 

Evidence presented in this section, based on the sample of 13 Councils, suggests that the 

degree of alignment between the interests (i.e. strategic preferences) of leadership and the 

community determines the scope of strategies for resistance that are de facto available for each 

Council to advance. Based on our household survey data, the next section examines more closely 

differences in the organizational capacity of a subsample of these Councils.  

 

                                                 
12 To determine the position, each type of strategy was first assigned a number, as shown on each axis. (This number is not 

meant to indicate any incremental progression.) Then, each strategy in the total ‘strategy set’ of a Council was assigned a 

factor x (0 ≤ x ≤ 1) reflecting the relative importance of that strategy in the set, according to the information provided in the 

interview. (For instance, if the set in a Council is composed of two equally important strategies then each strategy is assigned 

a factor of 0.5.) The final x-y value is the (weighted) sum of the product of each factor by the number of the type to which 

each strategy belongs. 
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4.3 Community organization and social capital: evidence from three Councils 

From our sample, we chose a purposive subsample of three Councils: CC8, CC9 and CC2. 

These Councils exhibit differences in the incidence of coca crops during the period of interest, 

as shown in Figure 4, as well as their dominant strategies of resistance, as evidenced in their 

position on the graph in Figure 5. Although differences in the incidence of coca between CC8 

and CC9 are not too pronounced, CC9 has the lowest level. In order to assess the impact of 

leadership and community organization in the incidence of coca in these Councils (our outcome 

of interest), it is necessary to compare first their economic and demographic characteristics in 

order to control for the impact that these differences may have. 

 

Based on our household surveys, Tables 2 to 5 below synthesize key socio-economic 

characteristics of the Councils in the subsample. As shown in Table 2, all are watershed Councils 

that vary in size but have similar number of villages and population. Their collective titles were 

obtained at about the same time. They all belong to the same supra-communal organization and 

all had pre-Law 70 organizations. They have similar access to public services (Table 3). Their 

economic activities are similar, mainly distributed among fishing (lower part of the river), 

subsistence agriculture (middle part), and small-scale gold mining and timber extraction (upper 

part). Agriculture is the main economic activity in all Councils (Table 4). Importantly, there are 

no major differences in household economic characteristics (Table 3). For this variable in 

particular, we conducted statistical tests for equality of means. Tests show that there are no 

statistically significant differences in household economic characteristics between the Councils. 

One key difference among these Councils is the distance to the city of Buenaventura. CC2 is 

closest to the city. This Council thus has the highest share of households who report 

employment or commerce as an economic activity. It is also the Council with the highest share 

of households with access to credit or subsidies. Proximity to the urban center and the 

concomitant connection to markets and presence of state institutions would suggest less 

presence of illicit crops. However, the opposite is the case.  
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Table 2 - Key characteristics of each Council in the subsample  

 

  CC8  CC9  CC2  

Established / 

Title obtained 
1997 / 1999 1998 / 2000 1998 

Total Area (ha) 42.095 63.427 120.000 

Collectively 

Titled Area (ha) 
19.014 52.144 66.724 

Pre-Law 70 

community 

organization* 

ACCO-8 ACCO-9 ACCO-2 

Supra-communal 

organization* 
BCP BCP BCP 

Number of 

villages 
13 12 10 

Population 3.500 2.900 3.200 

Time to the city 

of Buenaventura 

1 h  

(by river only) 

3 h  

(by river only) 

30 min to 1 h  

(by road and/or 

river) 

 

*Real names are omitted 
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Table 3 - Access to public services (% of total surveyed villages) 

Source: survey data 

 

 CC8 CC9 CC2 

Drinking water 12.5 44.4 10.0 

Sewage 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Energy* 62.5 66.7 70.0 

Internet 25.0 44.4 30.0 

Cell tower 

coverage 
87.5 0.0 80.0 

Fixed phone line 

access 
0.0 33.3 30.0 

Health post 37.5 33.3 20.0 

School 87.5 100.0 90.0 

11th grade** 37.5 22.2 30.0 

 

* Access to energy includes connection to the main or secondary grids and/or  

community gas-powered electricity generators 

** Percentage of villages in each Council whose school offers 11th grade 
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Table 4 - Economic activities (percentage of households) 

Source: survey data 

 CC8 CC9 CC2 

Agriculture 90.8 75.6 80.7 

Fishing 56.6 39.7 46.2 

Timber 50.3 35.9 37.3 

Hunting 30.6 20.5 23.6 

Mining 24.3 12.8 29.7 

Collection 20.8 21.2 26.4 

Commerce 17.9 21.8 32.1 

Transport 11.0 5.8 9.0 

Employment 5.8 12.8 29.7 

Other 11.0 17.9 14.6 

NA - 0.6 - 
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Table 5 - Household economic characteristics 

Source: survey data 

 

 CC8 CC9 CC2 

Average 

Monthly Income 

(USD)* 

131.6 172.6 171.1 

Access to credit 

(%) 
8.7 10.3 19.8 

Access to 

subsidy (%) 
45.1 35.3 61.3 

 

* Based on an exchange rate of COP 2988 per USD 1 

 

The overall similarity in demographic and socio-economic characteristics among these 

Councils suggests that differences in the incidence of coca crops are explained by other factors. 

We contend that leadership and community organization are key explanatory variables. To test 

this hypothesis we first operationalized these variables. To do so we assume that both leadership 

and community organization are manifestations of the community’s social capital. We follow 

Ostrom’s definition of social capital as “the shared knowledge, understandings, norms, rules and 

expectations about patterns of interactions that groups of individuals bring to a recurrent 

activity” (2000, p.176). Specifically, we focus our analysis on what Ostrom and Ahn (2009) 

identify as three ‘forms’ of social capital that are instrumental in understanding collective action: 

trustworthiness, networks, and formal and informal rules or institutions. Our survey thus 

included proxy variables to assess the ‘level’ of social capital in each Council. These are, first, the 
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level of trust of the community in a group of institutions (including the Board of the Council).13 

Second, the level of participation of community members on networks and groups in their 

community. Third, whether community members acknowledge the existence of rules agreed 

upon by the Council. Fourth, frequency of voluntary work done for the community. Figures 

6 to 9 below show survey results for each of these variables in the three Councils.  

 

Figure 6 – Trust in institutions 

(How much do you trust each of the following institutions?) 

According to the following scale: Nothing (1), Little (2), Very much (3), Completely (4) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
13 We decided to assess the level of trust in a set of institutions although Ostrom specifically refers to interpersonal trust.  
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Figure 7 – Participation in groups (average score) 

(How frequently do you participate in the following group according to the following scale:  

Nothing [0], Little [1], Sometimes [2], Often [3], Always [4]) 
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Figure 8 – Rules (percentage of respondents who acknowledge existence of rules) 

(Has the Council defined any rule for the use of natural resources / land?) 
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Figure 9 - Voluntary Work (Percentage of respondents) 

(During the last year, how frequently have you done voluntary work for your community 

according to the following scale: Never [0], Few [1], Often [2], Always [3]) 

 

These figures show that CC9 outperforms CC8 and CC2 in all four variables. For each 

variable, we conducted statistical tests. For trust and participation, chi-square tests for 

homogeneity of proportions. For rules and voluntary work F and chi-square tests for equality 

of means. The results of these tests show that there are statistically significant differences in 

these variables between CC9 and the other two Councils in the subsample. More specifically, 

chi-square tests confirm that differences of means among Councils in each of these variables are 

statistically significant at 5%. This shows strong evidence that CC9 does exhibit higher levels of 

social capital than the other two Councils in the subsample:  higher trust in leaders,14 level of 

participation in networks and groups, propensity to participate voluntarily in community 

life and awareness of collectively defined rules that affect community life.  

                                                 
14 This is particularly important since there are no differences for the other institutions included: Colombian Army, Navy, 

National Police, National Government, the municipality’s Mayor and the Church, acknowledging similar relationship with 

other formal institutions.  
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