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Interview  w ith Rita Com bariza Cruz, N ational D irector of the Familias en Acción program ,  

Social A ction of the Presidency of the Republic of Colom bia 

 

D ate: 18/05/2007 

 

In this interview  R ita Com b ariza com m ents on the challenges facing the Colom b ian cond itional cash 

transfer p rogram m e Familias en Acción – http ://w w w .accionsocial.gov.co – in ad d ressing its goal of 

incorp orating the large cities. In p articular, she d iscusses the d ifficulties in generating incentives for 

young stud ents to finish their high school stud ies and  the p otential sup p ly-sid e p rob lem s in the health  

sector.  

 

IPC:  Rita, Could you to talk a little about the m ain challenges that the program  Familias en Acción has for 

next years. 

 

Rita Com bariza Cruz:  A fter w orking for 7 years w ith the Familias en Acción program , of discussing and 

analyzing the results of the im pact evaluation, especially the first results w hich w ere so favorable for the 

Familias en Acción program , and now  that w e have received the results of the follow -up evaluation, w e have had 

som e very deep discussions because the program  has to take on the challenge that the N ational G overnm ent 

has issued to reach 1,500,000 fam ilies throughout the country.  Previously w e had supported about 700,000 

fam ilies w ho had received at least one transfer paym ent during the seven years. 

 

When w e face this, there is a huge challenge w hich is to double the num ber of beneficiary fam ilies.  

U ndoubtedly, this m eans that w e have to consider the issue of large urban centers to look for poor and 

vulnerable fam ilies that belong to the level 1 of SISBEN 1 in Colom bia and w hich are potential beneficiaries of the 

program : undoubtedly they m ust have children younger than 18 years old to be eligible.  What w e have done in 

sm all m unicipalities… it does w ork w ell in rural areas, and even w ith all the difficulties that can arise 

surrounding the execution of a program  of this m agnitude, but now  w ith this new  challenge, w e have to take 

on the issues of urban poverty, the issues that have to do w ith all issues related to the operation of the program  

in large cities.  A nd taking the program  to a city like our country’s capital, Bogotá, w here w e have 7,000,000 

inhabitants, and achieving, for exam ple, coverage for 100,000 or 150,000 fam ilies is a challenge.  A  challenge 

because of the m agnitude, a challenge because of the very com position of the population, a challenge because 

the program  has not had the experience of w hat it m eans to w ork in large urban centers. 

 

Last year the program  incorporated displaced fam ilies w ho lived in m edium  and large urban centers, but w e 

have never really tackled the topic of Bogotá.  Right now  w e are w orking w ith displaced fam ilies in Bogotá – 

9,000 fam ilies, w hich is a significant num ber.  This experience provides us w ith som e ideas, som e elem ents to 

look at and discuss w hat w e are going to do if w e take the program  into this large city of Bogotá.  That is one 

of the big challenges. 

                                                 
1. The System  for the Selection of Beneficiaries of Social Program s – SISBEN  – is a m ultidim ensional indicator of poverty, 
w hich classifies households into 6 categories. The level 1 is the poorest one. 
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A nother challenge is to assess w hether the program ’s objectives truly lend them selves in som e w ay to 

everything that a large city context entails.  A ctually, even the experience in M exico - w ith O portunidades - 

does not give us m uch of a view point to consider regarding conditional cash transfers in large urban centers.  

With the discussions w e have had, the sem inars w e have attended jointly w ith Brazil, for exam ple, w e still 

have not had a significant contribution that w ill help us see how  w e should tackle the problem  of conditional 

cash transfers in large cities.   N ow  w e have to take this on.  Working in large urban centers is a political 

decision of the N ational G overnm ent. 

 

Last year w e discussed a lot how  to im plem ent the conditional cash transfers in large cities. The first thing w e 

w ould have to take into account w as w hat target criteria w e w ere going to apply in the m edium  and large urban 

centers.  U ndoubtedly, in order to go into this, you need to know  the country, know  the 

idiosyncrasiescom position of the m edium  and large cities, and not sim ply m ake up ad hoc classifications.  This 

cannot be done w ith im provisation, either.  Colom bia has som e very unique characteristics like any other 

countries in the w orld.  We have a large city, Bogotá, and three other large cities:  Baranquilla, M edellín, and Cali.  

But their com position, the very structure of the population is w hat differentiates them  from  each other.  The 

country has observed a disorganized occupation of the urban spaces.  The violence that has been created in the 

country drags an unknow n am ount of displaced fam ilies to the big cities, and im poverished people also m igrate 

looking for better living conditions.   

 

This happens in M edellin, in Cali and in Baranquilla, and in the m edium  sized cities that are m ore like large 

tow ns. The latter, how ever, are easily m anageable and have not been as difficult for us.  We proceeded to study 

the topic of targeting, and som e very im portant studies w ere conducted, taking into account the num ber of 

fam ilies in these areas w ho potentially w ould fall into the level 1 of SISBEN , w hich is our target group.  We did 

not have m uch difficulty w ith the targeting process. How ever, w e have had difficulties w ith the provision of 

good health and education services.  A s the num ber of inhabitants increases in a city, the harder it is for us to 

guarantee a good supply of health and education services.  For exam ple, in the large cities, the problem  is not 

space at the schools.  We have other problem s.  A nd it is the sam e story in the m edium  sized cities as w ell.  We 

do not have problem s w ith space at the schools.   

 

We have had difficulties w ith health services because the disorganization that surrounds the provision of 

services is enorm ous. This has m ade it very difficult for us to carry out the verification of the conditionalities in 

the cities w here w e started w orking last year w ith the displaced populations. M oreover, recreating in this setting 

the m odel in w hich m others play a m ajor in the conditionality verification process is another challenge.  The 

distances, the cost of transport, the very m obility of the fam ilies… one day they are in this area or this 

neighborhood, in the next m onth they have m oved to som e other place because it is a little cheaper than w here 

they used to live...  The poor population keeps m oving from  place to place.  They go from  north to south, from  

east to w est, trying to lessen their cost of living.  This im plies that the children have to change schools as w ell as 

the place w here they go to receive m edical attention. This process does m ake it harder to use the processes that 

have been designed to verify w hether a fam iliar is com plying w ith the conditionalities or not. 



International Poverty Centre 

 

SBS Quadra 01, Bloco J, 10° andar  70076-900, Brasília, D F, Brasil  ♦ Telephone (55-61) 21055000  ♦ Fax (55-61) 21055001  
http://w w w .undp-povertycentre.org 

 

These things have to be dealt w ith on a day-by-day basis…We could not foresee these things because 

undoubtedly w e w ould have to be in the field and w orking in order to detect all these situations that gave us 

som e guidelines in order to create strategies that w ill let us, in the future, handle and operate the program  w ell, 

and truly m eet the objectives w hich are that the children go to the developm ent centers, that they are 

vaccinated, that they go to the educational activities… w hich raises the issue of the teachers’ trade union, w hich 

in our country is a tough one; but in som e w ay w e have som ething in com m on w hich are the children, and the 

health services in the large cities are very difficult to access for the populations w e w ork w ith.  Because there are 

the health centers, there are first, second, third, and fourth-class hospitals…  There are health centers, but then a 

fam ily goes in one health center and it is told to go to another one, and so on and so forth… the fam ily starts to 

roam  all over the city to find out w here they w ill have services.  That m eans that the offer is not guaranteed even 

if it exists, it is so disorganized… that is w hat I hear from  m any people w ho require this type of service, and this 

also m akes the operation of the program  m ore com plex. 

 

N ow , another challenge is: What are w e going to do w ith the young people?  To w hom  are w e going to give the 

transfer w hen w e start the program ?  To the fam ily?  To the m other?  O r to the son/daughter, or to the young 

people?  We have taken a sm all opinion poll w ith som e of the beneficiary fam ilies and the fam ilies say it is better 

if w e give it to the m other.  Then w e can go on w ith the sam e discourse: the m other is the one w ho m akes the 

best use of the resources because she uses them  for the nutrition and education of the children.  But on the 

other hand, there are others w ho say that it is better to give the transfer to the young student, because he/she 

has to take on the responsibility of their obligations as a student and as a citizen.  The issue here is that, as I said 

before, the problem  w ith school evasion is not related to the supply of education services, it is not due to the 

lack of space. The survey of the quality of life that w as done in Colom bia show s us that young people do not 

drop out of educational institutions due to a lack of space or the registration fee.  The m ost im portant factor 

explaining school drop out is that young people prefer to w ork according to that survey.  That gives us som e 

guidelines to think w hat w e are going to do about the transfer.  A nd there are som e operational aspects of the 

other program s, such as the fam ous incentives that w e w ant give for the young people, differentiating them  

from  the fam ily transfer. 

 

But for exam ple, in Bogotá, the D istrict Secretary of Education has a program  of conditional subsidies …of 

subsidies only actually, the subsidies are not conditional for high-school students.  A nd they have set the sam e 

am ount from  sixth grade to eleventh grade.  We think that it should be differentiated according to the grade. 

actually w e already have another project in another city  close to Bogotá w here the subsidies are differentiated.  

If w e look at the curve that w e draw  from  evasion data, the huge fall in attendance/enrollm ent starts at the 

eighth grade.  We concluded, w ell, w e have to differentiate the transfers a little to see if that gives us som e 

increase in school retention. 

 

A ll of the aspects that w e are looking at right now  present us w ith the challenge that the Familias en Acción in 

Colom bia should have the objectives very w ell tied to the building up of hum an capital directed tow ards the 

health and education of the young fam ily m em bers.  But it also m eans that there is a segm ent of the population 
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that rem ains out of reach, the young people w ho finish school and face unem ploym ent queues in the big cities.  

A nd that brings consequences that in the m ajority of the w orld are w ell know n: young people tied to a series of 

illicit activities that generate a considerable delinquency problem . 

 

By discussing w ith the N ational Planning D epartm ent, w ith the D istrict Secretary of Education, w ith experts in 

these issues, w e have to reach a conclusion.  What are w e going to do w ith those that graduate? What w e are 

going to do w ith those that graduate? w hat w e are going to do w ith those that do not study because they 

prefer to get a job as soon as possible? A nd w hat w e are going to do w ith the prim ary school students? This is 

im portant because the im pact evaluations tell us that w e should not enter into prim ary school…But those are 

all open questions…  There is a part of the population that is being left out, and it is necessary that w e cover the 

population in prim ary school.  A ll of these things are aspects that w e have to discuss and analyze, and w e need 

to have an analysis that enables us to take a decision, as soon as possible, about w hat w e are going to do w ith 

the conditional cash transfer program s in large cities, specifically in Bogotá, w hich is w here w e have the greatest 

problem .  

 

This challenge has to be resolved at least before the end of the year.  But the political decision of the N ational 

G overnm ent is that w e have to go into the large cities, because w e have a lot of problem s in that area and it is 

im portant that the Familias en Acción program  tackles the urban problem .  O n the other hand, w e have the great 

challenge of w hat are w e going to do w ith the population that w e have betw een 0 and 12 years?  A re w e going 

to cover them  w ith the nutrition subsidy as w e planned to do from  the beginning, should w e increase a little bit 

the nutrition subsidy in large cities in order to cover the higher costs?  These discussions are very com plex.  Is 

the subsidy to com plem ent food expenses, or is it to com plem ent education expenses?  The answ er cannot be 

found in the im pact evaluation. the im pact evaluation says that w e have really m ade an im pact in the program ’s 

objectives, that in the rural sector w e im pacted 12.7%  and in the urban sector w e only achieved 8.2% , this 

sm aller im pact has led som e to think that w e should not go into the large urban areas, but w e w ill go.   

 

We have to go!  The im portant thing is to do it right.  A nd the im portant thing is that technically w e can 

support a subsidy that really m eets the objectives that conditional cash transfers require, w hich is to 

contribute to food expenses and to contribute to young people staying in school, to be able to m otivate this 

population a lot and to effectively build hum an capital, and, saying it again, it is not just stating that the 

objective it this one, but rather progressively integrating all projects that the N ational G overnm ent has 

related to the construction of a social protection netw ork, Juntos. If w e can do this, I think that w e w ill have 

taken a very large step in the fight against poverty. 

 

IPC: Thank you, Rita. 
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