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1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic was an immense shock that changed power balances be-

tween criminal bands, legal military forces, government, and civilians (Ali, Hassan, and

Hossain, 2021). These changes were particularly relevant in disputed environments

where legal and illegal groups battle for territory and population control (Abrams,

2021). We argue that criminal groups acted as de facto police by using violent strate-

gies when the national government dropped all lockdown measures. We focused on

non-state Colombian armies enforcing illegitimate stay-at-home orders by using mas-

sacres that is simultaneously killing three or more civilians not directly involved in the

conflict.

Our argument is not that COVID-19 was the primary explanation for civilian vic-

timization in Colombia after 2020. The literature has shown that revenues from illicit

economics, like coca cultivation, drive mass killings in Colombia (Prem et al. (2022)

and Llanes (2022)).1 Instead, we argue that illegal armies use violence as a sign of

control and power, and this is especially true in areas where criminal payments do not

rely heavily on the use of local population in illicit activities. In the case of Colombia,

in areas where the population does not participate in coca growth, therefore we focused

our analysis on places where growing coca is more challenging due to low suitability

for coca cultivation. First, this strategy allows us to reduce concerns about alternative

channels that explain the use of violence during the pandemic since we concentrate the

analysis of the phenomena in places where illegal activities do not drive the motivation

of massacres. Second, it allows us to show how the pandemic had different effects on

the balance of power depending on the relations structures between civilians and armed

groups.

1Massacres have multiple motivations, such as electoral incentives, illicit dispute revenues, and popu-
lation alignment (Alesina, Piccolo, and Pinotti, 2018; Humpreys and Weinstein, 2006; Robinson and
Torvik, 2009)
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We used an augmented synthetic control model (ASCM) to estimate the causal effect

of the first massacre on mobility and COVID-19 cases. Using the history of massacres

after the national lockdowns on March 24th, 2020. we built a weighted average of

non affected units that match the pretreatment outcomes of areas with massacres

(Ben-Michael, Feller, and Rothstein, 2021a). The method creates contrafactual control

regions to model the behavior of mobility and COVID-19 behaviour as if it were not

a massacre. Before showing the results of the first massacre on human movement and

the COVID-19 case, we presented evidence supporting the plausibility of conditional

treatment assumptions to estimate an unbiased parameter with the ASMC model.

We showed that neither previous COVID-19 cases nor past human mobility trends

predict mass killings. These results show that criminal bands did not target civilians

depending on pretreatment outcomes, physical attributes of the areas, or population

characteristics.

Our results showed that human mobility declined 20% more in areas with mass

killings than in synthetic control units after the first massacre. The difference in mobil-

ity was statistically significant for trips to parks but not for commuting to workplaces.

The reduction in mobility to low-risk transmission areas slowly translated into a de-

cline in the COVID-19 cases. Four months after a mass killing, treated units dropped

35 cases per 100.000 inhabitants compared with synthetic control units. However, the

decrease was only significant for the population between 15-44 years old. We did not

find a statistically significant effect of mass killings on COVID-19-related deaths.

As robustness, we estimated a placebo test to show that massacres in 2022 did not

affect population movement. We did not find effects of massacres two years after the

first COVID-19 case when non-lockdowns were in place in Colombia. This result sup-

ports our hypothesis about illegal groups using violence only during the pandemic to

demonstrate control over the population. Another possible story was that violence

affected the detection of COVID-19 cases. However, we showed that the likelihood
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of catching a new positive case was the same for all Colombian sub-regions indepen-

dently of the occurrence of massacres. While COVID-19 testing did not correlate with

violence, geographic characteristics explained the testing variation among provinces.

Finally, we reject the possibility that data disponibility explains our results. We arrive

at the same conclusions when using several samples of affected areas.

This article contributes to the broad literature studying how diseases affect the

decision of war-making. For example, infections can produce risker individuals or

increase the willingness to rebel by reducing life expectancy (Cervellati, Sunde, and

Valmori (2017) and Kustra (2017), respectively). Diseases can also become a natural

barrier for criminal groups who hide in contaminated zones, as in the case of Malaria

(Bagozzi, 2016). Our paper adds a new mechanism not previously analyzed: pretend

to be the law. We show that with the increment of concerns about public wellness,

illegal Colombian groups saw an opportunity to portray as a valid alternative force

that controls population and territory.

Our work also contributes to explaining non-state and state violence during the

COVID-19 pandemic. Since governments spend time and financial aid facing the pan-

demic, criminal groups could either react violently to reduce the COVID-19 outbreak

or avoid confrontation to save economic and human resources (Koehnlein and Koren,

2022). Authoritarian states also repressed domestic dissidents without the pressure of

the international community or citizen scrutiny (Barceló et al., 2022). African states,

for example, engaged in repressive campaigns after imposing lockdowns (Grasse et al.,

2021). In the Colombian case, we found that illegal groups acted as state actors to es-

tablish themselves as viable alternative government who took advantage of low scrutiny

to use violence for controlling the population.

Finally, we contribute to the growing literature on the explanation of use of violence

against civilians.2 While the role of civilians is essential to all sides in civil wars
2Fearon and Laitin (2003) and Blattman (2022) present the reasons behind violence and irregular
wars.
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(Berman, Shapiro, and Felter, 2011; Clutterbuck, 1966; Galula, 1964; Thompson, 1966),

illegal groups still use violence against the population as an optimal strategy (Kalyvas,

2006). Little force could lead to loose authority (Balcells, 2017; Kocher, Pepinsky,

and Kalyvas, 2011; Lyall, 2009; Stoll, 1993; Vargas, 2016), but too much violence could

push civilians to leave the territory or join the enemy for revenge (Schwartz and Straus,

2018).3 Illicit armed groups use violence when people are not a principal component of

revenue production (la Calle, 2017). At the same time, weak insurgents have incentives

to target the local population with violence since they cannot ensure credible support

with other means (Wood, 2014). During the COVID-19 pandemic, we showed a high

level of violence in areas with low labor demand from illegal groups and several armed

groups fighting for territorial control. We also presented evidence that criminal bands

sought not to hurt economic activities but to control leisure activities.

The remainder of the article is as follows: Section 2 describes Colombia’s COVID-

19 situation and civil war background. Section 3 describes the different data sources

and descriptive statistics of the COVID-19 evolution and mass killings in Colombia.

Section 4 shows the synthetic control method and assumption to create a valid control

group. Section 5 shows the results for human movment and COVID-19 cases. Section

6 presents robustness tests. Finally, section 7 highlights the implications of the findings

for policymakers.

2. Background

2.1. The Civil War in Colombia. The Colombian conflict is a multi-party conflict

that has lasted more than 60 years. Besides state forces, there are several left-wing

guerrillas groups in dispute, such as the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia

(FARC) and the National Liberation Army (ELN). These organizations have a strong

3Civilians can implement strategies to punish the previous criminal groups for extreme violence (Con-
dra and Shapiro, 2012; Shaver and Shapiro, 2021). However, the back fighting is not symmetric, and
some cases depend on the alignment or preferences of local inhabitants (Huber, 2019; Lyall, Blair, and
Imai, 2013; Toft and Zhukov, 2015).
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presence in remote rural areas and have financed their activities using illegal activi-

ties and taxes on legal activities (Arango, 2020). Moreover, there are also right-wing

paramilitary criminal organizations in dispute. These illegal groups were born as a

counterinsurgency strategy under the approval of the sector of military forces (Arjona,

2016).

The Colombian civil world reached its highest point during the 1990s when most

groups were involved in drug cultivation and trafficking (Oslender, 2007). During

this period several criminal organizations used massacres of civilians as a strategy to

consolidate their power. Specially paramilitary groups that unified under the United

Self-Defense Forces of Colombia (AUC) used mass killings as a strategy to contain

the local support for left-wing guerilla (Aranguren, 2001). By 2002, Colombia faced

more than one hundred massacres per quarter (Restrepo, Spagat, and Vargas, 2004).

However, massacres decreased after the AUC’s peace process finished in 2006. Al-

though Colombia still has several paramilitary groups that splintered from the leading

organization, the accord was successful to reduced massacres (Holmes et al., 2021).4

Recently there have been efforts to reduce violence. After four years of negotia-

tion between the Colombian government and the FARC, both sides signed a Peace

Agreement in 2016 (Parada, 2022). However, the government faced the challenge of es-

tablishing control in territories historically handled by FARC structures. Other illegal

armies established dominance in those previously controlled-FARC areas after fights

with other bands and using violence against civilians (Arango, 2020).

2.2. COVID-19 and lockdowns. Like many countries around the world, the spread

of the COVID-19 virus heavily affected Colombia. Beginning with the first confirmed

case on March 6th, 2020, the virus spread rapidly to most Colombian areas. By Sep-

tember 2022, Colombia had more than six million confirmed COVID-19 cases with a

fatality rate of 2.25% (INS, 2022). However Colombia had fewer deaths per 100,000
4Figuire A.I in the Online Appendix shows the historical evolution of massacres in Colombia.
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people than other countries in the region such as Peru, Brazil, Chile, and Argentina

(Sullivan, 2020).5

The Colombian government implemented several strategies to mitigate the pandemic

outbreak. On March 24th, 2020, the government announced a nationwide lockdown for

19 days. However, given the increase in transmission levels, the government progressible

extended the lockdown with adding exceptions to alleviate the economic cost associated

with the curfews. On May 4th, 2020, the government began an opening plan with

manufacturing and construction sectors. These lockdowns ended on September 1st,

2020, when the government lifted all mobility restrictions (Arregocés, Rojano, and

Restrepo, 2021).

We argue that massacres became a strategic tool to handle the COVID-19 pandemic

under the presence of illicit actors competing for territory control and population sup-

port. According to qualitative interviews with social leaders, police officers, and civil

society, armed groups imposed rules to contain the COVID-19 spread in Colombian

rural areas (HRW, 2020).6 In several regions, illegal groups saw the pandemic as an

opportunity to size control and change the power balance in dispute regions (Colombia

Investigative Unit, 2020).7

3. Data

3.1. Province definition. The presence of spillovers is a challenge when analyzing the

impacts of policies to contain infectious diseases like COVID-19. An administrative

unit such as a county or a city does not retain the virus, and measures taken in a

5In the Online Appendix, Figure A.II shows that Colombia had four COVID-19 deaths peaks in
August 2020, February 2021, June 2021, and March 2022.
6The following groups set rules to reduce the COVID-19 outbreak: the National Liberation Army
(ELN), the Popular Liberation Army (EPL), the Gaitanist Self-Defenses of Colombia (AGC), Conta-
dores in Nariño; La Mafia in Putumayo; Oliver Sinisterra Front, the United Guerrillas of the Pacific,
the Jaime Mart́ınez mobile column, the Dagoberto Ramos mobile column, the 1st Front, 7th Front,
10th Front, and the Carolina Ramı́rez Front (FARC dissident groups) among others (HRW, 2020).
7In the Online Appedix, Subsection B shows a list of qualitative examples where illegal armies used
massacres to reduce human movement and control the COVID-19 outbreak.
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municipality affect virus transmission in neighboring localities. We used as analysis

unit the province to overcome the spillover effects. We grouped 1123 municipalities

into 154 sub-regions using the definition proposed by Ramı́rez and De Aguas (2022),

who defined a sub-region as a set of places with similar environmental characteristics

and proximity to the closest urban center.8 We believe aggregating municipalities at

the providence level takes into account spillover.

3.2. Number of massacres. We used the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data

Project (ACLED, Raleigh et al. (2010)). This project collects information about polit-

ical violence events in the world. For the Colombian case, the data has been available

since January 2018 and came from a wide range of national and local media with the

help of local NGOs and community networks.9 We focused our analysis on massacres,

defined as killing three or more unarmed civilians in one attack. We also excluded

events whose alleged perpetrator was a state force, such as the military or the po-

lice.10 Between January 2018 and March 2022, ony 62 municipalities in 36 sub-regions

had 94 massacres with 375 civilian causalities (5% of total municipalities in Colombia).

Around 50% of these sub-regions observed only one mass killing, 28% had two or three,

and 22% four or more massacres.

Figure 1 shows the quarterly evolution of massacres since 2018. Before the COVID-

19 outbreak in March 2020, there were ten massacres per semester, on average. After

the beginning of the pandemic, the mass killings increased to around 20 massacres per

semester. In the third quarter of 2020, when the government completely lifted the

8Ramı́rez and De Aguas (2022) do not divide departments such as Arauca, Caquetá, Casanare,
Guainíıa, Guaviare, Putumayo, Vaupeés and Vichada. A sub-region is neither a political nor an
administrative division in Colombia.
9One crucial source of information about massacres is an NGO named the Institute of Studies for
Development and Peace (Indepaz) that monitors the conflict in Colombia. The data comes from
different sources such as news, the police, the army, the Ministry of Defense and the Office of the
Attorney General of the Nation, local agencies protecting the citizens’ rights, and other human rights
platforms (Indepaz, 2021).
10See ACLED (2019) for more details about the definitions of events and actors used during the
codifications of the events.
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curfews, massacres reached their maximum of 30 events, with 128 victims in a single

quarter. We also found that this increasing trend comes from non-coca growing areas.

In the Online appendix, Figure A.III shows that massacres in municipalities with high

coca suitability remained relatively stable, with around seven massacres per quarter

between 2018 and 2022. Mass killings in places with low coca suitability experienced

a boom after the second quarter of 2020, from 10 to 20 massacres.11

Figure 2 shows the time distributions of mass killings, victims, and provinces with

a massacre in our sample of low coca suitability regions. By March 31st, 2021, around

75% of mass killings happened in regions with coca suitability index below the na-

tional median. Mass killings, victims, and provinces with massacres increased after

the Colombian government eliminated all the lockdowns. About 30% of the massacres

from 2019 to 2022 occurred ten days after the total release of curfews. Overall, the

raw data aligns with the hypothesis that the increase in massacres was not associated

with the dispute over illegal activities. Mass killings targeted civilians in public spaces

rather than people linked to illicit economies.

3.3. Google community mobility. We hypothesized that massacres aimed to af-

fected COVID-19 evolution through changes in mobility patterns that the violence

produced on local communities. We used Google Community Mobility reports (GCM)

to address this hypothesis (LLC Google, 2021). Based on users that turned on the

location history settings, Google could measure the number of visits to different types

of locations and compare it to movement trends before the COVID-19 outbreak.12 We

11We did not see an increase in killings in municipalities receiving government funding to reduce coca
cultivation (see Figure A.IV in the Online Appendix).
12We do not have the raw number of visits to a place in a specific week. We observe, for example,
-34% in week seven of 2020, which means a decline of 34% in trips to a particular place, comparing
the median number of trips between the first six of the year and the median trips in week seven. The
baseline date is the median number of visits to a specific place from January 3rd to February 6th in
2020 (LLC Google, 2021).
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focused on movements to parks and workplaces that represent the primary behaviour

of mobility patterns in small cities (Duranton, 2016).13

Google data is available for only 321 municipalities and certain days per week. To

overcome these issues of data availability, we averaged the available days per week and

built weights from the municipality population to aggregate the data at the providence

level. When there is no information for a particular week, we interpolate or extrapo-

late the data to complete the missing observations. The final database recovered the

mobility index at workplaces for 119 providences and parks for 122 sub-regions or what

it is the same for 79% of Colombia’s total number of provinces.14

After the first lockdown on March 24th, 2020, human mobility declined by about 60%

compared with the median trips in the first six weeks of 2022. Although trips outside

the home gradually recovered over time, movements did not reach the levels before the

pandemic (see Figure 3). Before the total lift of lockdowns, human mobility decreased

more in areas with massacres than without mass killings. However, one month after

the complete release of curfews, the movement trend changed in small sub-regions with

mass killings. Trips to parks, for example, are below in areas with massacres than

without violence. The movement trends did not change in big provinces, regardless of

the level of these human rights violations. These pieces of raw data is consistent with

our hypothesis that illegal groups enforced mobility restrictions through massacres.

3.4. COVID-19 cases. Colombian Institute of Health (INS) centralizes the informa-

tion about the universe of COVID-19 events at the national level. The INS collects

information regarding the patient’s symptoms, location, and test result dates (INS,

13The GCM also includes mobility to grocery stores, pharmacies, parks, transport stations, workplaces,
entertainment places, and residential areas (LLC Google, 2021).
14For reference, we recovered mobility in types of places such as supermarkets or recreation places for
less than half of the provinces. Our final database recovered the mobility index for retail and residence
in 78 and 68 sub-regions, respectively.
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2022). We used only the evolution of symptomatic cases to study the pandemic’s evo-

lution.15 We defined a new case using the self-reported date of the first symptoms

instead of the date of diagnosis of the test. This date captures more precisely the

growth and circulation of the virus. Even more, considering that COVID-19 tests are

not widely available in all the regions, the timing for getting the results depends on

the region’s connectivity (INS, 2022).

During the first months of the pandemic, COVID-19 cases followed a similar pattern

in small sub-regions with and without massacres. However, after the government com-

pletely lifted the lockdowns, small provinces with massacres reported a lower infection

rate than places without mass killings (see Figure 4 panel A). Big sub-regions with and

without massacres have a similar trend in COVID-19 events before and after the lift

of the curfews (see Figure 4 panel B).16

Figure 5 shows Colombia’s spatial distribution of massacres and COVID-19 cases.

First, we observe that most massacres occurred in regions with low coca suitability.

Second, when we looked at the areas with massacres, we observed that those regions

generally report lower cumulative COVID-19 cases, especially when compared with

their closest neighbors. These facts support our hypothesis that illegal armies use

massacres to reduce the virus spread and not directly control illicit markets.

3.5. Other data. We use a large set of predetermined municipal characteristics such

as the degree of rurality, population, area, altitude over the sea, distance to the de-

partmental capital, population density, total municipality income, suitability for coca

production, gold exploration, electoral risk, and justice inefficiency index. We aggre-

gate these characteristics at the province level. For altitude, distance to the capital,

and coca suitability, we aggregate the measure weighting by the total population or the

15Only Bogota, the Colombian capital, constantly reported asymptomatic patients. Asymptomatic
cases in Bogota represent more than 90% of COVID-19 patients with non-symptoms in Colombia.
16Figure A.V in the Online Appendix shows that small provinces with massacres have fewer deaths
from the pandemic than areas without mass killings.
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total size of each of the municipalities that belong to the province. The source of this

data is mainly Centro de Estudios sobre Desarrollo Económico (CEDE) at Universidad

de los Andes and the Colombian Census Bureau (DANE). In the Online Appendix, ta-

ble A.I shows in detail the definition of each variable and the source and table A.II

presents the summary the descriptive statistics in our sample.

3.6. Final sample. We study the number of massacres from March 24th, 2020, when

the Colombian government started lockdowns to control the pandemic, to March 31st,

2021, one month before generalized protests and riots (Uwishema et al., 2022). We

were concerned that including events after would have captured a different range of

motivations from illegal groups.17

We used the coca suitability index proposed by Mej́ıa and Restrepo (2015) to define

597 (53%) out of municipalities as highly suitable when 95% of the area supports

coca growth.18 The authors estimated the coca leaf yields depending on geographic

characteristics such as the height above the sea, soil erosion, soil nutrients, minerals,

topography, and rainfall index. We averaged the index at the province level, weighting

it by the municipality area, and calculated the distribution for each province.

Finally, we excluded Bogotá from our final sample since this city had a different

tracing COVID-19 strategy than other parts of the country. The city conducted an

active search in local communities of cases among positive patients and their contacts.

Even more, the city is mainly urban, and its mobility patterns differ from all the other

cities and towns of Colombia. We think that this exclusion allows us to perform a

better comparison within similar groups.

17Our COVID-19 measures include data until September 30th, 2021. That is around 30 weeks after
the events we were analyzing. The maximum period that we think the behavior change would affect
the evolution of the infection.
18A municipality where 95% of the area supports coca production corresponds to the 75th percentile
in the distribution of the province area suitable for coca cultivation.
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4. Empirical strategy

Our objective is to evaluate the effect of a massacre on community mobility and

COVID-19 transmission rates in sub-regions with a historically low level of violence.

Specifically, we were interested in comparing our outcomes (YpT (1)) on each period after

a massacre T with a contrafactual cases as if there had been no massacres (ŶpT (0)). We

used an augmented synthetic control method (ASCM) to estimate a version of province

p treated (p ∈ Wp = 1) that performed statistically equal before the first massacres

(T0 < T ).

The seminal method synthetic control method (SCM) uses a weighted combination

of untreated units (Wp = 0) to build a synthetic unit, such the behavior of the out-

come resembles the original treated-unit before the treatment (Abadie, Diamond, and

Hainmueller, 2010; Abadie and Gardeazabal, 2003). This method constructs weights

(ωscm
p ∈ [0, 1]) to minimize the difference in pre-intervention trends between the treated

and the synthetic control. Once the weights are estimated, they are used to approxi-

mate the potential outcome Ŷ syn
p,T (0) of the treated unit in the post-intervention period.

Formally, the estimated synthetic outcome at time T is:

Ŷ syn
pT (0) =

∑
Wp=0

ωscm
p YpT(4.1)

However, this method does not guarantee a perfect balance in all the characteristics.19

To overcome this issue, we corrected the bias on estimations when the pre-treatment

fit was not perfect, following Ben-Michael, Feller, and Rothstein (2021a). Formally we

estimated the synthetic level of infection at the treated unit using the following model:

Ŷ aug
pT (0) =

∑
Wp=0

ωascm
p YpT +

m̂pT (Xp)−
∑

Wp=0
ωascm

p m̂pT (XP )
(4.2)

19Indeed Appendix Table A.III shows some differences between provinces without and with massacres.
A particular concern is that massacres occurred in a place with more share of gold exploitation, more
presence of coca substitution programs, provinces at lower altitudes and with higher density, and
further away from important cities.
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Where m̂ is the outcome model that can be seen as an estimate of the bias due

to imbalance. The model we choose to de-bias the original SCM estimate is a ridge-

regularized linear regression that increases the pre-treatment fit using the variables set

Xp. This set included a series of pre-treatment outcomes and a set of fixed province

characteristics.20 The method’s cost is to employ negative weights to improve the pre-

treatment fits when negative weights are generally more sparse and less interpretable

(see Ben-Michael, Feller, and Rothstein, 2021a, sec 4.1).

4.1. Build the average treatment effect on the treated (ATT). Our goal is to

identify the average effect of mass killings on COVID-19 cases. Since we have multiple

treated units (i.e., sub-regions with massacres), we needed to aggregate the estimated

effects for each unit to calcualte the ATT. This aggregation is particularly challenging

since we have several treated provinces in different weeks. Thus, the weight estimation

that minimizes the imbalance before the treatment must consider two forces. The first

is the imbalance for each treated unit separately, and the second is the imbalance for

the whole average of the treated units.

We followed Ben-Michael, Feller, and Rothstein (2021b) and calculated ωascm by

minimizing the two sources of imbalance in the average effect instead of calculating the

mean individual effects for each treated unit. The method is a partially pooled SCM

that weights the combination of these two measures. We allow the algorithm to choose

a combination of the two factors based on how well separate synthetic controls balance

the overall average. Formally, the parameter that governs the relative weight is ν.

ν = 0 is equivalent to estimating separate SCM fits for each province, then estimating

the ATT by averaging those estimates. ν = 1 is equivalent to finding the weights that

minimize the ATT’s root mean squared placebo estimate.

20The characteristics are total population, area, the share of the rural population, women, coca
suitability, municipalities with governmental financial support to reduce the cultivation of illegal
crops, gold exploration area, population density, average altitude, total income and expenditures per
capita and distance to the capital.
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4.2. Assumptions. This method correctly estimates unbiased ATT in the presence of

three assumptions. First, the treatment is stable across units, or what is the same, that

massacre only affected the treated areas. An analysis at the municipality level violates

this assumption. Colombian illegal armies do not operate in isolated municipalities,

and massacres send signals to different municipalities beyond the location where they

happened. By aggregating the data at the province level, we overcome this issue. These

are units bigger than municipalities and represent neighboring places with physical

connections. Yet, they are smaller than departments where the sign of a mass killing

could get lost over large territorial extensions.

Second, massacres did not have effects before their occurrence, or there were no

anticipation of mass killings. Given the unexpected nature of a massacre, we think

this is a realistic assumption. According to the literature, the population cannot fully

predict mass killings and therefore change their behavior before a massacre (Ibáñez

and Vélez, 2008; Steele, 2018).

Third, the treatment assignment was random, conditional on the observable covari-

ates and the pre-intervention path of the outcomes. We found that this assumption is

valid in our setting. That is, the previous levels of our outcomes (COVID-19 cases and

mobility indices) did not affect the hazard ratio of observing a massacre. We tested the

assumption by estimating a discrete-time hazard model using the method described by

Jenkins (1995). We modeled the probability of having the first massacre at a given

week as a function of province fixed characteristics and time-varying covariates in a

duration dependence equation. We used the following specification:

hpt = exp(β′Xp + γ′Lpt + ct)(4.3)

Where hpt is the hazard rate for having at least one massacre between February

15th, 2020, and October 6th, 2022. Xp includes time-invariant characteristics of each
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province. Lpt is a set of time-variable aspects measuring past COVID-19 levels and

community mobility. ct are week dummies that control for duration dependence.

5. Results

5.1. Addressing the randomized treatment assumption. Before showing the

results from the ASMC model, we presented evidence supporting that the level of

COVID-19 cases in the past did not predict massacres in the future (i.e., plausibility

of conditional treatment assumption). By estimating Equation 4.3, Table 1, Column 1

shows that positive cases from one to four weeks ago did not explain the likelihood of

having a massacre. The coefficient of previous infection levels was non-significant and

close to zero.

An alternative hypothesis was that illegal groups acted when they perceived a rise in

human movements. We tested this explanation by introducing average mobility levels

at workplaces and parks before the first massacre. Table 1, Column 2 shows that the

likelihood of mass killings did not increase more in places with high levels of commutes

to workplaces than in areas with low trips to work. Similarly, we did not see a variation

in the probability of having a massacre depending on lag trips to parks (Column 3 in

Table 1).

We also tested the relation of massacres with other province-fixed characteristics.

We found population size, density, and share of the rural population increased the

probability of massacre. This evidence is going in line with our hypothesis that the

illegal groups used massacres to control the population, and they used this type of

violence to incentivize social distancing. Moreover, variables related to the presence of

illicit activities, such as coca cultivation, trafficking routes, or gold exploitation, do not

explain the incidence of a massacre. This rejects the possibility that we are capturing

the incidence of unintended consequences of disputes for illegal economies (see Table

1). Finally, previous levels of victimization also do not explain the incidence of the
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massacres in our sample 21. This fact shows the massacres observed were not a common

practice before COVID, and the increase was not the result of groups performing regular

activities before the pandemic.

All together, these results present that illegal groups did not choose to increase

violence in response to high or low levels of COVID-19 transmission. Criminal groups

acted as regulators of social interactions in the territory and used massacres as a tool to

enforce social distance measures. The treatment was randomly assigned to provinces

conditional on donor pool, observable covariates, and pre-massacre path of the outcome.

Both pre-levels of infections and mobility were unrelated to massacres. Altogether, the

evidence shows that the randomized treatment asscumption is valid in this setting.

5.2. Results on community mobility. Our first hypothesis was that illegal groups

used massacres as signals to incentivize illicit stay-at-home orders and reduced mobility

among community members as a strategy to prevent COVID-19 transmission. By

estimating the SMC model in Equation 4.2, Figure 6 shows the difference in percentage

change of human movements compared to the first weeks of 2020 between treated

provinces and synthetic control pre- and post- the first massacre.22 As evidence that

the ASMC model created syntethtic controls similar to the treated unit, we do not find

any difference in human movement between control and treated sub-regions before the

first massacre. The left panel in Figure 6 shows a three percentage points decrease

in trips to work when comparing places with and without massacres, but the decline

is statistically significant after week 15. For travels to parks, we found a statistically

significant decrease of three percentage points one week after the first massacre. Park

trip reduction continued in the following weeks by about six percentage points (see the

right Panel in Figure 6).

21The only exception is the previous massacres of illegal groups, BACRIMS. This variable seems to
increase the probability of having a massacre.
22We built standard errors and confidence intervals using a Jackknife method (see Ben-Michael, Feller,
and Rothstein, 2021b, sec 5.3).
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We found a different story when we replicated the same exercise using the sample

of high coca suitable provinces. Figure A.VI in the Online Appendix shows a non-

significant increase in human movement compared with and without massacres. Our

interpretation of the opposite effects in low and high coca suitability areas is that crim-

inal groups balance controlling the population and keeping the earnings from illegal

activities such as coca cultivation. People became more critical in non-coca-growing

areas when coca leaves were not a reliable source of income. This maximization be-

havior is not unusual in the Latin American region. Brazilian criminal organizations,

for example, encouraged some businesses to remain open since they needed them as

a source of revenue while forbidding social events (Miagusko and Da Motta, 2021;

Sampaio, 2021).

5.3. Results on COVID-19 transmission. We evaluated if the reduction in human

movement translated to a decline in COVID-19 transmission. Figure 7 presents the

estimated average difference in new cases per 100.000 inhabitants between provinces

with massacres (treatment) and synthetic estimated areas (control). As a test that

the control units from the ASMC model matched treated provinces, Figure 7 shows

that the COVID-19 trend is similar in treated and synthetic units before the first mass

killing.

Four mounts after the first massacre, treated sub-regions saw 35 cases per 100.000

per week less than control units. This result was considerable in magnitude. On

average, 5 cases per 100.000 inhabitants by day is around half of the rate of infection

observed in small provinces during the first months of the pandemic and one-quarter

of the infection rate in big provinces in a period with a low transmission rate.

The nature of COVID-19 transmission explains the gradual reduction of cases after

the first massacre and the delay to observe a decrease on aggregate levels. The positive

test decreases came from declining trips to parks, a place with low transmission risk

(Althouse et al., 2020; Tenforde, Fisher, and Patel, 2021). The restriction of human
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mobility to low-risk contagion areas slowly translated to a drop in the total number of

cases.

5.3.1. Effects by Age. As heterogeneous effects, we tested the model for different age

groups. Younger people were more likely to transmit COVID-19, while older people

were more likely to die from the virus (Davies et al., 2020). In Figure 8, we estimated

the difference in COVID-19 cases between sub-regions with massacres and synthetic

control units by age. As a test that the ASCM mode built synthetic controls that

correctly emulate treated provinces, we did not find any statistically significant effect

in the six categories before the first massacre.

Overall, we found that the reduction in COVID-19 events after a mass killing comes

from a statistically significant decline in cases of people aged 15 to 29 and 30 to 34 (on

average, 30 cases and 50 cases per 100.000 inhabitants, respectively). We did not find

a significant decrease in children from 0 to 14 years old and adults from 45 years old

or older (see Figure 8). This result is congruent with our previous finding showing a

reduction in travel to parks since people from 15 to 34 years old in general have more

social activities and networks.

5.3.2. Effect on Deaths. We checked if the reduction in a positive test also translated

into a decline in the CPVOD-19-related deaths. Figure 9 shows a non-statistically

significant difference in fatalities between synthetic control and treated provinces. Only

20 weeks after the first massacres, we estimated a reduction of the daily rate of around

0.4 cases per 100.000 inhabitants.

We looked at the differential effects in mortality rate by age. As before, we also did

not find any significant impact on COVID-19 deaths. We found only a slight decline

in deaths in people 45 years old or older (see Figure A.VII in the Online Appendix).23

This result implies that reducing virus transmission levels was insufficient to alter
23Estimation for younger groups was not informative, given the low mortality levels among young
individuals.



PRETENDING TO BE THE LAW 19

COVID-19 death. Massacres affected the young population, who are less likely to die

from the pandemic.

6. Robustness cheeks

The first robustness was a placebo time type. We argue that the principal purpose

of massacres during the pandemic was to reduce human movement. However, was

the decline in park trips a typical community response after a massacre? If it was,

we could not claim that mass killings aim to reduce mobility in the pandemic. To

test the alternative explanation that mobility typically decreases after a massacre, we

replicated the estimation of changes in visits to parks after a mass killing in 2022.24

Figure A.VIII in the Online Appendix shows that human movements did not change

after the mass killings in between October 2021 and October 2022. This result shows

that the illegal groups only used massacres to reduce mobility during the pandemic

and other reasons motivated mass killings after the COVID-19 outbreak.25

The second robustness test validated if massacres affected the tracking of COVID-19

cases. If this were the situation, the observed lower COVID-19 cases in our main result

was not a product of a reduction in disease levels but a decline in tests conducted

to identify the illness. We conducted several experiments to evaluate this alternative

explanation. As a result, Figure A.IX in the Online Appendix shows that the time to

detect a new COVID-19 case was not different in areas with and without massacres.

Figure A.X presents non-changes in the number of tests conducted at the deparment

level in areas with mass killings.26 Finally, Table A.IV shows no correlation between

24Two years after the first COVID-19 case in March 2022 and the lockdowns to control the pandemic
in September 2020, Colombia has completely opened curfews and eliminated restrictions to prevent
the spread of the virus.
25It is important to mention that this period includes general election camping and that, historically,
these periods are characterized by high levels of violence and therefore and increase in the number of
massacres.
26Colombia did not provide detailed data on the daily number of tests conducted at the municipality
level. INS only sporadically updated data with municipal cumulative tests. We use data on daily
tests performed and available from May 9th, 2021.
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COVID-19 testing, massacres, and victims in massacres. Based on these results, mas-

sacres do not affected access to COVID-19 tests.

The third robustness test validated if our results are consistent with a subsample

selection. We estimated Equation 2 for only the sample of areas where human mobility

data is available. As in the main results COVID-19 cases decreased more in provinces

with massacres than without massacres (see Figure A.XI in the Online Appendix). The

results were analogous to Figure 7 for all Colombian provinces and therefore we are

not concern that sample selections and the lack of full information in mobility trends

biased our results.

7. Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic drained the financial and operational resources of countries

around the planet. Weak states faced the trade-off between fighting crime or containing

the virus. In this context, illegal armies saw the pandemic as an opportunity to show

power and become a viable alternative government. In the Colombian case, we observed

how once the government dropped all the lockdowns to prevent the pandemic, criminal

groups became the facto police to control the COVID-19 outbreak. But these police

activities came with the use of massacres as a deterrence measure of social activities

but not economic activities. Illegal groups aimed to contain the spread without hurting

the economic activities that were the source of the funding.

We tested the effect of massacres between March 24th, 2020, and March 31st, 2021,

on human movement and COVID-19 cases in areas. This period went from the first

Colombian lockdown to one month before massive protests and riots in the country.

We focused our analysis on regions with low coca cultivation to rule out that massacres

were used to control illicit economies.

We used Augmented Synthetic Control Method (ASCM) to build a synthetic control

unit that matches the pre-levels of cases and mobility of sub-regions with massacres.
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Our findings showed that illegal groups used massacres to reduce mobility to parks

but not workplaces. We found that these reductions translated into a modest fall in

positive COVID-19 cases, but only after four months from the first mass killing. The

decrease in cases came mainly from people between 15-44 years old, the population

group with more social activities. Finally, the decline in mobility did not translate to

a significant decrease in COVID-19 deaths.

Overall, we argue that the increase in massacres resulted from the absence of the

legitimate state’s effort to control the territory. With the presence of illegal armies,

these groups saw an opportunity to gain the favor of local communities acting as

pandemic containers in their territories. However, given their lack of information, they

opted to use violence to deter the social gatherings that they considered dangerous for

the spread of the disease. We proved that these measures were ineffective in containing

the disease and preventing deaths. With this in mind, explaining the reasons for

implementing or withdrawing curfews is essential to reduce the lack of information to

justify violence against civilians.

After moving from pandemic to endemic, COVID-19 deepened poverty and vulnera-

ble conditions, mainly in areas where illegal armies fight for the control population. In

this context, a good explanation of government decisions is vital to avoid unintended

consequences of public policies. Good communication will prevent illegal groups’ use

of these measures to justify the use of violence against civilians. Territorial control is

not enough to reduce violence. The state must support its efforts to control territory

with good relations with local communities that allow them to convey the logic behind

its policies.
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8. Figures and Tables

Figure 1. Massacres and victims evolution
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Notes: This graph shows the quarterly evolution of massacres between the first quarter of 2018 and the third
quarter of 2022. Panel A shows the massacres, while Panel B shows the total number of civilians killed in
those events.
Source: ACLED (Raleigh et al., 2010)

Figure 2. Massacres evolution
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Figure 3. Community mobility at workplaces by occurrence of
massacres
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Notes: This graph shows the evolution of community mobility at workplaces in our sample (provinces with
low coca suitability) by province size. We define small provinces if the total population is below the 75th
percentile of population distribution in the sample. For each province, we average the date weighting by the
total population of each municipality; then, if there are gaps, we interpolate the data. Finally, we aggregate it
by each group (with and without massacres), taking into account again the population of each province. We
show 15 days mobile average in new COVID-19 cases per 100.000 inhabitants.

Figure 4. COVID-19 new cases by occurrence of massacres
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Notes: This graph shows the evolution of new cases in our sample (provinces with low coca suitability) by
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distribution in the sample. We show 15 days mobile average in new COVID-19 cases per 100.000 inhabitants.
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