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Executive Summary 

Since the COVID-19 outbreak, scholars and journalists have spread anecdotes of gangs and 

criminal organizations coming to the aid of citizens, governing in place of the state. They report 

gang activities that range from enforcing lockdowns to providing goods and services to the poor 

and hungry. This is especially true in Latin America where thousands of gangs exert authority 

over civilians in large swaths of territory. Some argue that organized crime is stepping in where 

states have failed, seizing the chance to consolidate its position.2 

But just how widespread is the kind of gang involvement that captures headlines? Are these 

anecdotes typical of how gangs are responding to COVID-19? Only systematic data can answer 

these questions and help assess whether the pandemic will ultimately strengthen organized 

crime’s grip on Latin American cities.  

We have spent four years studying criminal groups in Medellín, Colombia, a city with one of the 

highest concentrations of organized criminals in the world. If gangs respond to COVID-19 

anywhere, it should be Medellín. Almost every low- and middle-income neighborhood in the city 

has a local gang that resolves disputes, polices the community, and often taxes businesses. As 

soon as the pandemic broke out, anecdotes about gang responses surfaced in Medellin. We set 

out to collect systematic data on gang and state governance before and during the pandemic.  

Despite the headlines, gang involvement in pandemic response is exceptional and mostly 

idiosyncratic. Surveying every low- and middle-income neighborhood in Medellin, we find: 

● Most welfare support to civilians came from state authorities rather than the gangs.

● Overall, state authorities played by far the largest role in enforcing quarantine rules.

● A small number of gangs, however, were highly involved in providing welfare and

enforcing quarantine rules in their territories.

● These rare gang pandemic responses were relatively idiosyncratic. Whereas normal pre-

pandemic gang rule is associated with a range of neighborhood characteristics, pandemic

gang rule is not. Moreover, gang enforcement of pandemic lockdown or provision of

services is almost uncorrelated with pre-pandemic levels of gang rule. We speculate that

personal choices of the gangs and their leaders may have dominated in the first weeks of

COVID-19.

1. Context

After five decades of civil war and drug trafficking conflicts, Colombia has made significant 

improvements in security across the country.3 However, urban gangs remain a threat to state 

authority in poor and historically underserved areas. In Medellín, Colombia’s second largest city, 

2 For more information on this, see reports from The Economist and Insight Crime. 
3 For more information see this report. 

https://www.economist.com/international/2020/05/16/the-pandemic-is-creating-fresh-opportunities-for-organised-crime
https://es.insightcrime.org/noticias/analisis/coronavirus-aumenta-contrabando-cigarrillos-chile/
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/colombias-civil-conflict
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gangs established their power and control in response to a historic lack of government presence 

and services, as well as the city’s geographic significance to drug trade routes. 

Today, a majority of poor and middle-income neighborhoods in Medellín are governed to varying 

degrees by criminal gangs. There are roughly 350 local youth gangs called combos, managed, 

and controlled by larger, mafia-like organizations called razones. In their neighborhoods, both the 

state and combos provide services such as resolving disputes, enforcing contracts, policing, and 

preventing crime, managing markets, and taxing businesses. Combos also monopolize local 

illegal markets, especially retail drug sales, prostitution, and loansharking. 

In Medellín’s urban core, the state is relatively strong and well-organized, and the city government 

provides a variety of public services to all corners of the city. However, in certain areas of the 

city’s peripheries, state presence is weak and gang rule is relatively strong. 

Prior to the outbreak of COVID-19, we measured and mapped this gang rule, as part of a broader 

project on understanding and countering gang rule.4 We first qualitatively interviewed dozens of 

gang leaders and members, as well as hundreds of citizens and community leaders. Then, 

between October and December 2019, we systematically measured the extent and perceived 

legitimacy of combo rule relative to state governance, using a representative survey at the 

neighborhood level.  

Figure 1 presents some of the results of this survey: citizens’ perceptions of how responsive the 

local combo is to their requests compared to the state. All of the highlighted neighborhoods have 

some gang presence. As the figure makes clear, though, how intensively gangs choose to govern 

varies enormously. In blue areas, citizens found the state far more responsive; in red, the gangs.  

In neighborhoods in the north-east, center-east, and extreme west of Medellín, combos are the 

dominant service providers. These are some of the poorest neighborhoods of the city, and those 

to the far east and west are also typically steeply sloped hillside settlements. The state has made 

efforts to provide services there (e.g., cable cars connecting hilltops to the Metro and other 

services below) but these are also areas with historically poorer policing, less infrastructure, and 

they remain more distant in travel time from many municipal services.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
4 A working paper will be available in Fall 2020, by professors Christopher Blattman and Benjamin Lessing 

from the University of Chicago, and Gustavo Duncan and Santiago Tobón from EAFIT University. That 
paper describes the broader nature and reasons for gang rule, its determinants, and studies an experiment 
designed to counter gang rule. 
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Figure 1: Criminal Governance Survey, state governance (relative to combo governance) 

 
Source: self-made 

Note: Shaded regions correspond to neighborhoods sampled in our Criminal Governance Survey. The colors reflect 

the values of the Relative State Governance Index for each neighborhood. The warmer colors (range of reds) indicate 

the neighborhoods where the index values are higher (the combo governs more than the state) and the cold colors 

(range of blues) indicate neighborhoods where the index values are lower (the state governs more than the combo). 
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Table 1: Criminal Governance Survey, pre-pandemic governance situations 

 

Source: self-made 

We also collected data on gangs’ involvement in aspects of day-to-day life in their communities, 

which are shown in Table 1 (and summarized in a “Combo Governance Index”), as well as how 

civilians perceive them (summarized in a “Combo Legitimacy Index”). Not surprisingly, these 

dimensions are positively correlated, with higher-governing gangs perceived as more legitimate, 

as shown in Figure 2. 

Figure 2: Criminal Governance Survey, relationship between pre-pandemic combo 

governance and combo legitimacy 

 

Source: self-made 
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1.1. The pandemic in Colombia 

We can think of gang rule as a “pre-existing condition” in many Latin American cities, including 

Medellin. It has troubled officials and the public for years but takes on increased importance with 

the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. As in other parts of Latin America and indeed the world, 

journalists in Medellín have documented gang responses to COVID-19, including distribution of 

hand sanitizers, food, and medicines, as well as gang-mandated curfews. Examples include El 

Universo, Revista Semana, The Telegraph and Caracol Radio Medellín. 

In terms of the pandemic, Colombia has been among the top-5 most affected countries in Latin 

America, with 800 cases per 100,000 people.5 In Medellín there have been 37,049 reported 

cases, which several academics estimate that would put about 40% of the total workforce at risk 

of unemployment and could cause an increase in the percentage of poor households, from 5.7 to 

20 percent.6 

2. Research approach  

In April 2020, four weeks after a government-mandated lockdown in Medellin, we conducted 

phone interviews with community leaders in every low- and middle-income neighborhood in 

Medellin. Note that all these neighborhoods have a strong combo presence, and all these combos 

govern in normal times to some degree.  

We interviewed roughly 4 leaders per neighborhood, asking questions about: lockdown 

enforcement, citizen compliance, provision of services from the government and combo 

members, changes in supply and prices of basic goods, changes in illegal gang activities, such 

as extortion and drug retailing, and changes in crime and security perceptions. We also conducted 

32 qualitative interviews to community leaders and extracted open ended commentaries from our 

survey respondents.     

From the responses to these questions, we created indices of COVID-19-related governance, 

one by the state and one by the combos. These indices measure each actor’s respective degree 

of participation in 1) enforcing social distancing and related quarantine measures (“lockdown 

enforcement”) and 2) provision of information, emergency relief and welfare, and other services 

(“service provision”). Respondents provided the frequency of intervention of state and gang 

response in a variety of situations, which we scaled from 0 to 1 (0=Never, 0.33=Occasionally, 

0.66=Frequently, 1=Always). 

We also merged our data with other sources of information. These additional data include our 

governance and legitimacy measures of “normal” pre-pandemic gang and state rule, as well as 

administrative data for neighborhood demographics, socioeconomic status and geographic 

characteristics. 

                                                
5 According to the Coronavirus Impact Dashboard of the Interamerican Development Bank 
6 See full document here. 
 

https://www.eluniverso.com/noticias/2020/05/18/nota/7844970/grupos-armados-se-expanden-durante-emergencia-coronavirus-colombia
https://www.eluniverso.com/noticias/2020/05/18/nota/7844970/grupos-armados-se-expanden-durante-emergencia-coronavirus-colombia
https://www.semana.com/nacion/articulo/como-combaten-el-eln-y-las-farc-el-coronavirus/667376
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2020/05/23/comply-die-colombias-guerrillas-impose-covid-19-lockdowns/
https://caracol.com.co/emisora/2020/03/30/medellin/1585604750_461896.html
https://www.iadb.org/en/topics-effectiveness-improving-lives/coronavirus-impact-dashboard
https://proantioquia.org.co/alianza-investiga-los-efectos-economicos-y-sociales-de-la-crisis-del-covid-19-en-antioquia/
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3. Main findings  

3.1. Most information, services, and welfare provision came from 

the state, not gangs  

During the quarantine, community leaders reported greater services from police and municipal 

officials than criminal groups. As Figure 3 reveals, although state and gang involvement in 

coordinating assistance and quarantine measures is modest, the state outperforms combos.  

Combos outperformed state officials on only one dimension: helping elderly and people with 

disabilities in their daily tasks (though note that neither the state nor the gang did this very often). 

State officials, in turn, excelled at providing information to prevent the spread of the disease. 

All of the neighborhoods in our sample have an active combo, strong enough to provide at least 

some governance (according to our pre-pandemic survey), so the generally weak provision of 

COVID-19-related services is not driven by the absence of gangs. 

Supporting these quantitative results, qualitative evidence from our interviews overwhelmingly 

suggests that gangs have been passive during the pandemic, or at most made small adjustments 

to the ways they perform illegal activities. Typical interview responses include:  

“The members of gangs have done nothing, really the guys in the combo have not 

been seen.” (COVID-19 Survey, 2020) 

“Illegal groups have not been seen much in the territory, nor have they sent messages 

to the community in the face of this coronavirus emergency.” (COVID-19 Survey, 2020) 

“They have been very quiet and passive with the situation, many of them come from 

very poor families so they are surely struggling to focus on themselves and their 

families.” (COVID-19 Survey, 2020) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

8 

Figure 3: COVID-19 Survey, combo and state COVID-19-related service provision 

 

Source: self-made 

3.2. The authorities also played a larger role than gangs in 

lockdown enforcement 

The state was also more likely to actively enforce social-distancing, quarantine, and lockdown 

rules than combos. We asked how frequently citizens failed to comply with different measures, 

and how likely it was for either the state or the local combo to intervene when each violation 

happened. Examples include: crowds of people in stores, parties, lack of mask-wearing, and 

businesses failing to check customers’ identification cards to see if they were allowed to circulate 

that day (a restriction called “pico y cédula”7). Overall, in situations of noncompliance, the state 

was reported to be the main enforcer of the quarantine.  

 

 

 

                                                
7 A government-imposed measure to reduce congestion on the streets, in which individuals can only go out 
to run errands on certain days, determined by the last digit of their ID (cédula).  
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Figure 4: COVID-19 Survey, combo and state enforcement and compliance of 

lockdown measures 

 

Source: self-made 

Community leaders reported that police and municipal officials intervened more frequently in all 

“violation” situations, whereas combos intervened only rarely across situations. A partial exception 

is price gouging by stores and pharmacies, though even there, state involvement appears 

significantly more common. 

Again, qualitative evidence reinforces the idea that police and municipal officials were primary in 

enforcing the lockdown rules, as in the following examples:  

“The police have been very vigilant, the helicopter is always passing [overhead] 

reminding people that they must be in their houses, those of the quadrant make people 

enter and they have made appeals. We have a very good relationship with the 

quadrant officers, they have helped us a lot, they even brought yogurt and milk for the 

children.” (COVID-19 Survey, 2020) 

“There are very few Police officers for such large neighborhoods, but when they see 

people on the street they automatically scold them and make them enter their houses 

and if they do not obey they make them a summons.” (COVID-19 Survey, 2020) 
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"They [combo members] have not been around, they allow officials to articulate to 

reach vulnerable places without Territorial problems, to help them collectively.” 

(COVID-19 Survey, 2020) 

“The [police] helicopter also passed by warning that they are going to issue fines and 

even jail anyone on the street.” (COVID-19 Survey, 2020) 

3.3. A small number of gangs were highly involved in providing 

COVID-19-related welfare services and enforcing quarantine rules 

Citywide averages hide substantial variation. While combo enforcement of lockdown is low on 

average, Figure 5 reveals that a handful of neighborhoods (darkly shaded) have higher levels of 

combo lockdown enforcement. (Recall that 0.33=rarely and 0.66=sometimes, and so even these 

areas of “high” combo involvement indicates a relatively limited role for organized crime.) 

Figure 5: COVID-19 Survey, combo lockdown enforcement 

 

Source: self-made 

Note: Shaded regions correspond to neighborhoods sampled in our Criminal Governance Survey. The colors 

reflect the values of the Combo Lockdown Enforcement Index for each neighborhood. The darker reds indicate 

the neighborhoods where the index values are higher (the combo enforced the lockdown rules more). 
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Figure 6 shows the activities in which combos exerted enforcement of pandemic rules, comparing 

the neighborhoods by those above and below the median of our Combo Enforcement Index. The 

combos that enforce quarantine rules the most, principally do it by controlling business and 

pharmacy’s prices and by ensuring that people follow stay-home orders based on ID-number 

(“pico y cédula”). 

Note that the highest quartile of combo involvement is consistent with “rare” combo involvement, 

about 0.33. In contrast, the highest quartile of state involvement is 0.58. 

 

Figure 6: COVID-19 Survey, Combo Lockdown Enforcement Index, above and below the 
median 

 

Source: self-made 

Similarly, Figure 7 shows the type of assistance that was provided by the combos that intervened 

the most and the least according to the Combo COVID-19 Governance Index. When combos do 

intervene, they seem to work more on providing help to elderly, medical assistance for those in 

need and helping spread some information about the virus.  

Qualitative evidence supporting the idea of gangs providing support to the community is quite scarce 

(consistent with its overall rarity). Nonetheless, a few examples, specially from our open-ended survey 

answers, suggest that when gang intervenes, they help on the activities stressed above:  
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“They [members of the combo] were giving groceries to the poorest families from 

where they stay [central location of the combo], where they have the places.” (COVID-

19 Survey, 2020) 

“They are the ones that deliver the groceries and the aid given by organizations.” 

(COVID-19 Survey, 2020) 

“They have been aware and are very aware of the grandparents.” (COVID-19 Survey, 

2020) 

  

  Figure 7: COVID-19 Survey, Combo COVID-19-related Governance Index, above and 
below the median 

 

Source: self-made 

3.4. Surprisingly, pre-pandemic gang rule does not predict gang 

pandemic responses 

We regressed our main COVID-19 gang governance indexes on pre-pandemic governance and 

legitimacy measures as well as on neighborhood characteristics. Table 3 reports results in 

standard deviation (SD) terms, where the estimate indicates the SD change in the outcome when 

there is a 1 SD change in the covariate. (For comparison, we also regress our 2019 survey 
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outcomes on neighborhood characteristics to see if predictors of governance are consistent 

before and during the pandemic, in Appendix Table A2.)     

To our surprise, we see little correlation between gang’s pre-pandemic and pandemic pandemic-

specific governance. Although pandemic responses of combo are positively correlated with pre-

pandemic combo governance and negatively correlated with pre-pandemic state governance, 

these coefficients are small in magnitude and not statistically different from zero. This implies that 

the gangs who govern in normal times were not more likely to respond to the pandemic in its first 

weeks. 

Table 4: COVID-19 Survey, potential predictors of gang responses 

 

Source: self-made 

Moreover, gang responses to the pandemic are not consistent with patterns of governance prior 

to the pandemic. Pre-pandemic combo governance tended to be higher in more established 

neighborhoods with more youth, more immigrants, lower wealth, and lower elevations (See 

Appendix Table A2). None of these correlations hold for pandemic governance: most of the 
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covariates are not statistically significant, and we also see more enforcement and service 

provision in middle-income neighborhoods compared to low-income ones (the opposite of the pre-

pandemic response).  

Overall, we have few systematic correlates of pandemic gang rule. One possibility is that 

idiosyncratic factors drove the rare instances where gangs responded. 

Qualitative evidence seems to suggest that their degree of involvement depends a lot on the gang 

understanding of the gravity situation, which could be idiosyncratic and subjective even within the 

gang. For example: 

“These days the coordinator came and gathered some families from the neighborhood 

and gave them some groceries and some cars took other groceries to homes for 

people who could not attend.” (COVID-19 Survey, 2020) 

“Until now they [combo leaders] have not given any type of instruction that has to do 

with what happens with all this quarantine, but we have been very aware that there will 

not be looting in business.” (COVID-19 Survey, 2020) 

3.5. Residents were less compliant with the quarantine rules in 

places ruled by gangs  

We measure compliance as the frequency with which our survey respondents reported that 

citizens followed the quarantine rules. Table 5 lists the questions and compliance rates. Overall 

compliance is less than 50%, meaning that the rules were followed by the communities but not 

perfectly, principally because of the presence of street vendors.  

Table 5: COVID-19 Survey, lockdown compliance and enforcement 

 

Source: self-made 

Similar to our analysis for combo and state governance during the pandemic, we analyzed de 

drivers of citizen compliance with the rules of the quarantine (column 6 of Table 4). Compliance 

was lower in places with higher pre-pandemic gang rule, and also in more established 

communities with a higher youth share in the population. In contrast, citizens were more compliant 

in middle versus low-income neighborhoods. Interestingly, there is only a small positive 

correlation with the Mayor’s COVID-19 Governance Index. 
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The qualitative evidence echoes these patterns:  

“In the Francisco Antonio Zea neighborhood, most people are quarantining, except for 

street vendors, who are distressed because they live off their daily sales. We managed 

to coordinate some aid with the Mayor's Department of Social Inclusion, which sent 

them some groceries, and we also managed to get them to put them on a list to send 

them subsidies. Thanks to that, several street vendors are staying at their homes.” 

(COVID-19 Survey, 2020) 

“The community in this neighborhood has adopted few preventive measures, some 

people are seen around wearing masks, but people do not seem to measure the risk.” 

(COVID-19 Survey, 2020) 

3.6. During the first month of lockdown, illegal activities remained 

the same, with the exception of drug retailing where prices 

increased due to supply constraints 

Finally, we asked community leaders if the frequency and amount of extortion increased or 

decreased during the pandemic, as well as whether the price and quantity of drugs sold in the 

neighborhood have changed.  

During quarantine, the price of the drug primarily increased. Changes on the available quantity of 

drugs is not so clear, as shown by Table 5. In 24% percent of our sample quantity allegedly 

increased; while in a similar proportion of neighborhood it decreased and stayed the same.  

Half of respondents declared that both the level and monthly frequency of extortion to households 

and to business remained the same as shown by Table 2. In very few cases, between 10% to 

20% extortion was reduced.  
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Table 6: COVID-19 Survey, changes in the intensity of illegal activities of gangs  

 

Source: self-made 

While out quantitative evidence shows that extortion has stayed the same, our qualitative evidence is 

mixed on suggesting that some gangs have ceased the collection of “vacunas”:  

"Collections [of extortions] have ceased.” (COVID-19 Survey, 2020) 

"[Referring to the combos] They continue as with extortion.” (COVID-19 Survey, 2020) 

“Illegal groups have not been seen much in the territory, nor have they sent messages 

to the community in the face of this coronavirus emergency. Of course, they continued 

to collect the weekly extortion.” (COVID-19 Survey, 2020) 

However, combo members state that “the collection was suspended, obvious to closed 

businesses that they are almost 90% cannot be charged, those who are open are 

asked for a voluntary contribution.” (COVID-19 Survey, 2020) 
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4. Conclusions 

Anecdotes of governing gangs and criminal organizations stepping in to help terrified civilians 

deal with COVID-19 rightly raise concerns that the pandemic could end up strengthening 

organized crime vis-à-vis the state. At least in Medellín, however, intensive gang involvement in 

enforcing lockdowns and providing aid to civilians is the exception, not the rule. Most gangs—

including those with high levels of pre-pandemic governance over civilians—only became 

marginally involved in COVID-19 response. Most citizens perceived the state and its officials as 

the principal enforcer of regulations and provider of emergency relief and guidance. However, 

while the state outperformed most gangs, its absolute level of responsiveness in low-income 

communities was still low.8 

Thus, contrary to the idea that COVID-19 and similar emergency situations offer gangs a golden 

opportunity to consolidate power, our results suggest that the real opportunity is the state’s. 

Citizens look to state officials to explain and enforce measures, to help them comply with new 

and sometimes confusing measures, to obtain emergency relief, and to communicate reliable 

information. Many if not most gangs are neither equipped to do much of this work, nor do they 

have the experience, resources, or know-how. Therefore, citizens do not appear to expect this 

pandemic governance of gangs.  

For governments such as Medellín’s, which has struggled to reassert a positive presence in many 

low-income neighborhoods ruled by gangs, providing and enforcing basic COVID-19 measures 

when nobody else can or will constitute a kind of low-hanging fruit. 

In short, pandemics like COVID-19 seem to create the need for forms of governance that truly 

only states are equipped to provide. If states are able to respond quickly, even if only partially, 

they may be able to visibly and memorably outperform gangs at a moment of dire need and 

concern on the part of low-income and marginalized citizens. While that may not eliminate or even 

curb criminal governance in the short run, it can be an important first step toward inclusion and 

equality.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
8 Where the state should seek to improve its response and how this could be translated into long term 
governance gains is out of the scope of this report and is a topic we have been working on a larger study, 
to be released in Fall 2020. 
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5. Appendix 

Table A1: COVID-19 Survey, potential predictors of gang responses, excluding 

governance and legitimacy indexes as predictors 

 
Source: self-made 
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Table A2: Criminal Governance Survey, potential predictors of governance and 

legitimacy measures    

 
Source: self-made 
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