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Abstract

This article offers a comprebensive diagnosis of the socioeconomic conditions of rural youth in Colombia, with emphasis on their
demographic distribution, access to basic services, education, employment, health, and their participation in the planning of public policies
at the departmental level. Based on the review and analysis of secondary sources and official statistical data for the period 2020-2023,
the main problems and inequalities that affect this population compared to their urban peers are identified. The results show significant
gaps in multiple dimensions, which reaffirms the need to strengthen public policies with a differential and territorial approach, aimed at
guaranteeing the effective inclusion and comprehensive development of rural youth as strategic actors in regional and national development
processes.
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Introduction

During the twenty-first century, Colombia has gone through an accelerated demographic transition
characterized by a sustained reduction in its rural population. While in 1950 more than half of the country's
inhabitants resided in rural areas, by 2021 this proportion had decreased to less than 30% (DANE, 2022).

In this scenario, young people constitute 24.8% of the national population, with a marked concentration in
urban areas. Currently, only two out of ten young people live in rural areas, which shows the decrease of
this population in rural areas (DANE, 2022). Added to this is the limited social mobility in the country,
where it is estimated that a Colombian family requires up to eleven generations to overcome the poverty
line, a figure that contrasts with six generations in Chile and two in Denmark (OECD, 2019), which is
related to the persistence of inequality structures that particulatly affect rural youth.

Colombian rural youth face different conditions compared to their urban peers, marked by historical gaps
in access to basic services, quality education, decent employment and political participation. These
limitations condition their life projects, widen territorial inequalities and perpetuate cycles of social and
economic exclusion that restrict their integral development.

The purpose of this study is to analyze the socioeconomic conditions and the main gaps that affect rural
youth in Colombia during the period 2020-2023, in order to provide elements for the strengthening of
public policies from a differential and territorial approach. Based on the analysis of demographic and
socioeconomic variables and youth regulatory frameworks at the departmental level, the research identifies
the main factors that condition the quality of life of this population, deepening inequalities compared to
their urban peets.

The research also proposes to contribute to the academic debate on rurality and youth in Colombia,
highlighting the urgency of rethinking departmental youth public policies from a perspective that recognizes

the territorial particularities and diversity of rural youth trajectories.

The specific objectives that guide this analysis are:
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e To characterize the demographic distribution of rural youth in Colombia and its relationship with
socioeconomic and territorial factors.

e To analyze the conditions of access to basic services, education, employment and health of rural
youth, identifying the main gaps in terms of infrastructure, coverage and quality compared to urban
areas.

e To examine the state of formulation and implementation of departmental public policies aimed at
rural youth, with the purpose of identifying gaps and proposing recommendations that strengthen
their design and execution from a differential and territorial approach.

Hypothesis:

Rural youth in Colombia face multidimensional structural inequalities that limit their access to fundamental
rights and development opportunities, due to the weak presence of public policies with a territorial and
differential approach that recognize their particularities and specific needs.

Methodology

The research was developed under a quantitative-descriptive approach, complemented by documentary
analysis, which allowed a comprehensive diagnosis of the socioeconomic conditions of rural youth in
Colombia. The study was based on the review and analysis of secondary sources and official data
corresponding to the period 2013-2023, with emphasis on the presentation and analysis of the most recent
information available.

The methodology was structured based on an analytical, interpretative and critical approach, supported by
an exhaustive bibliographic review of official and specialized sources. For data collection, the National
Population and Housing Census (CNPV, 2018), the Third National Agricultural Census (CNA, 2014) and
quality of life surveys were used, complemented with information produced by the National Administrative
Department of Statistics (DANE) and other government agencies, such as the Ministry of Education and
the Ministry of Health and Social Protection of Colombia. For the purposes of the study, the legal definition
of youth established in the Youth Citizenship Statute (Law 1622 of 2013) was adopted, which includes
people between 14 and 28 years of age.

The methodology included a comparative analysis of socioeconomic indicators between rural and urban
areas, aimed at identifying the main structural gaps in education, employment, health, access to basic
services and quality of life. In addition, a systematic documentary review of departmental youth public
policies in force in the 32 departments of the country was carried out, with the purpose of analyzing the
incorporation of rural youth in territorial planning and the existence of specific mechanisms for this
population group. The information collected was organized into systematization matrices for each thematic
axis of analysis, which allowed a structured and transversal approach to the situation of rural youth in
Colombia, identifying patterns, gaps and opportunities in the different dimensions studied.

Theoretical and Conceptual Contributions
Rural Youth as A Category of Analysis

Rural youth, a complex category of analysis that is in permanent dispute. At the time, denialist approaches
went so far as to affirm that "rural youth do not exist", arguing that the absence of educational, cultural and
participation opportunities restricted their life trajectories and reinforced their invisibility in public agendas
(Souto, 2007). This vision, by reducing the rural to tradition and backwardness, and associating youth
exclusively with modernity and progress, generated tensions that have been actively challenged by rural
youth themselves. Through the resignification of their identities, these young people have not only
questioned the stereotypes that marginalize them, but have also claimed their right to be recognized as
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social and political subjects with the capacity for agency, especially in the face of the new dynamics imposed
by globalization (Lépez, 2010).

In recent decades, the emergence of the "new rurality" and the effects of globalization have profoundly
transformed the ways of being and inhabiting the countryside, making rural youth identities more complex.
Far from remaining passive subjects or anchored in tradition, rural youth have deployed dynamics of
resistance, reconfiguring their practices and meanings. In this process, the appropriation of digital
technologies has become a key strategy, not only to strengthen their local networks and revitalize their
traditions, but also to establish links with global spaces and circuits of participation and symbolic production
(Kessler, 2007 ; Sanchez-Sanchez, 2022).

These transformations have highlighted the internal heterogeneity of rural youth, marked by inequalities in
access to land, gender differences and dispatrities in the forms of economic insertion and social participation.
This diversity breaks with the monolithic idea of "rural youth" and requires the recognition of multiple
experiences, trajectories and aspirations that coexist and are disputed within rural territories.

However, this capacity for resignification coexists with historical exclusions that continue to condition the
experiences of rural youth. This structural exclusion resulted in truncated youth trajectories, where
participation in child labor and early motherhood or paternity were consolidated as almost inevitable
destinations for large sectors of this population (Weisheimer, 2013).

From Boutdieu's (1980) perspective , the family, the school, and the community have operated as key spaces
of socialization, molding differentiated habitus that configure diverse rural youth identities, deeply situated
in their contexts. Bourdieu (1980) emphasized the need to recognize the heterogeneity of youth, arguing
that treating them as a homogeneous social entity with common interests determined exclusively by
biological age is a simplification that does not reflect their diversity of experiences and realities. In this
context, the academic literature has opted for the use of the term youth in the plural, thus recognizing the
multiplicity of experiences, identities and perspectives that characterize this group.

Beyond their economic dimension, rural territories are home to a valuable and diverse natural and cultural
heritage, historically built through practices such as agriculture and livestock. These activities not only
shaped the landscapes, but also the traditions and lifestyles that define rurality (Cejudo et al, 2021).

In this context, Triana (2022) showed that rural youth in Colombia face a scenario marked by the
persistence of armed conflict and violence in the territories, a situation that, added to the absence of
effective and attractive programs that encourage them to stay in the countryside, has intensified youth
migration to the cities. Structural factors such as the scarce inheritance of land, the lack of public services,
the absence of recreational spaces and limited technical assistance further aggravate this problem,
reinforcing among rural young people the desire to migrate in search of better opportunities and living
conditions. In addition, Triana (2022) warns of a particularly worrying phenomenon: the growing
"masculinization" of the countryside. An increasing number of rural women express their intention to
migrate to cities, which deepens gender inequalities and weakens social cohesion in rural communities.

In short, rural youth must be understood as a heterogeneous, dynamic and constantly transforming
category, whose experiences, struggles and contributions are fundamental for the sustainability of the
territories and the consolidation of democratic governance in rural Colombia. Far from being passive
subjects or mere recipients of public policies, rural youth have deployed various strategies of resilience and
cultural resistance that strengthen the social and community fabric, even in contexts marked by violence
and exclusion (Rosales, 2017). Recognizing its centrality in territorial development implies going beyond
the design of differentiated policies; it requires guaranteeing their effective and active participation in the
definition of the life and development projects of their territories.
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Structural Inequalities and Tervitorial Focus in Public Policies

The analysis of public policies on youth requires recognizing the polysemic nature of the term, which adds
complexity to its interpretation and study. This notion articulates three fundamental dimensions: polity,
referring to regulatory structures and frameworks; politics, which refers to the dispute for power; and policy,
linked to specific government actions (Gémez & Holguin, 2012). Understood in this way, public policies
are not only technical instruments of state management, but also spaces of dispute and negotiation where
priorities are defined and social demands are channeled, marking who is recognized as subjects of rights
and who is excluded (Roth, 2002).

In Latin America, youth policies have historically oscillated between sectoral approaches and more
comprehensive approaches promoted by multilateral organizations and state agencies (Rodriguez, 2020).
However, a homogenizing vision persists that, by treating youth as a uniform group, makes invisible the
profound internal differences marked by gender, ethnicity, social class and, especially, tetritory (Sanchez-
Sanchez, 2022). This trend reproduces welfare-based, urban-centric, and adult-centric approaches, reducing
young people to the category of "vulnerable populations" and denying them their capacity for agency and
effective political participation (Alvarado & Vommaro, 2018).

Along these lines, the capabilities approach proposed by Sen (1999) offered a critical and proactive view
by placing the expansion of people's real freedoms and effective opportunities at the center of the
discussion. Applied to rural youth, this approach makes it possible to overcome welfare-based visions and
raises the need to design public policies that strengthen their agency, recognizing them as subjects of rights
and as strategic actors in the development of their territories.

Beyond its technical formulation, the cycle of public policies is a profoundly political process, in which
resources and meanings are disputed and diverse interests are negotiated (Mény and Thoenig, 1992). The
territory cannot be reduced to a geographical or physical dimension; it is, above all, a social, historical and
symbolic construction where differentiated power relations, identities and economic dynamics are
configured (Haesbaert, 2016 ; Schejtman & Berdegué, 2004). Recognizing this complexity requires a multi-
scalar and relational perspective that considers the tensions between the local, the national, and the global,
as well as the differentiated impacts of policies at each level (Manzanal, 2014). Ignoring this territorial
dimension not only limits the effectiveness of policies, but also risks reproducing and deepening existing
gaps and inequalities (Pierre & Peters, 2020 ; Folke et al., 2021 ).

Faced with this scenario, it is necessary to rethink public policies from a rights-based and human
development perspective (Uvin, 2007 ; Sen, 2001 ), aimed at transforming the structural conditions that
perpetuate inequality and exclusion. This implies designing strategies that expand the freedoms and
capacities of rural youth to decide about their lives and their territories, favoring their effective participation
and the strengthening of citizenship. In coherence with the perspective of "development as freedom" (Sen,
1999) and the notion of "inclusive territorial development” (Schejtman & Berdegué, 2021), the need to
generate policies that promote youth protagonism in territorial transformation processes is raised.

As Garcfa-Arias et al. (2015) point out , participatory planning is presented as a fundamental way in this
process, as it is a structured mechanism that facilitates the identification of priorities, the collective
construction of solutions and direct dialogue with the authorities. This not only favors the design of policies
that are more inclusive and relevant, but also more adjusted to the realities and needs of rural territories. In
summary, addressing public policies from a territorial, rights-based and capacity-based approach not only
makes visible the multiple structural inequalities faced by rural youth in Colombia, but also transforms the
paradigm of state intervention.
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Results
Demographic Aspects of Rural Youth in Colombia

In 2018, 76.2% of the Colombian youth population resided in urban areas, while approximately 23.8% lived
in population centers and dispersed rural areas. By 2022, 52.3% of rural women were under 30 years of age,
a proportion 8.6% higher than that of young women in urban areas (DANE, 2022). In addition, a
considerable part of the rural youth population self-identified as belonging to an ethnic group: 7.2% as
NARP (Black, Afro-Colombian, Raizal and Palenquero), 4.8% as indigenous, 0.1% as Raizal and 0.01% as
gypsy/Rrom (DANE, 2018).

For the year 2023, Colombia presented a "demographic bonus" characterized by a significant proportion
of the working-age population, which could represent an economic advantage. However, this phenomenon
showed regional variations. For example, in Antioquia, 80% of the young population resided in urban areas,
while in Valle del Cauca only 14% lived in rural areas. Border departments such as Vaupés and Guainia had
more than 30% of their youth living in dispersed rural areas.

Between 2005 and 2018, the average growth rate of the youth index in Colombia was 0.4%. However, some
departments experienced significant increases in their youth population, such as Guainia (4.61%) and
Putumayo (3.68%). In contrast, fifteen departments registered a decrease in their youth index, with Caldas
and Tolima being the most affected.

The distribution of the rural youth population compared to the total population by department revealed
regional inequalities. In six departments and the Capital District, the portion of the rural youth population
was equal to or less than 5%. In 16 departments, this proportion was between 6% and 10%, while in seven
departments it ranged between 11% and 15%. In only four departments, the rural youth population
represented between 16% and 20% of the total departmental population.

Unsatisfied Basic Needs (UBN) in Rural Areas

The Unmet Basic Needs Index (NBI) is a method used in Colombia to measure poverty, considering factors
such as inadequate housing, critical overcrowding, lack of adequate health services, school non-attendance
of children between 7 and 12 years old, and economic dependence, which is the relationship between the
number of people in the household and the income generated by the head of the household. Based on the
direct observation of the living conditions of households, according to the methodology applied by DANE
(2018), the NBI classified households according to the degree of satisfaction of their basic needs. A higher
NBI index indicated greater needs and therefore greater poverty, while a lower NBI suggested less need
and, consequently, lower poverty.

Thus, based on DANE statistics (2018), a significant correlation was found between departments with a
high rural youth population and high rates of rural NBI in Colombia. For the year 2018, the departments
with the highest rates of NBI in rural areas were: Vaupés, Vichada, Guainia, La Guajira and Chocé. These
departments, characterized by high rates of NBI in rural areas, were all bordering, with a high percentage
of the population belonging to ethnic groups and located mainly in the south of the country, with the
exception of the department of La Guajira, located in the north. While lower rates of NBI were found in
the rural areas of the Archipelago of San Andrés, Quindio, Cundinamarca, Valle del Cauca and Bogota D.C.

Colombia has historically developed a polycentric geographical structure, this model is characterized by a
few development nodes located mainly in the center of the country, while large peripheral areas remain
lagging behind. This disparity was also reflected in the high inequality of gross domestic product (GDP)
per capita between different departments (OECD, 2022). For example, Bogota, which accounted for 25%
of the national GDP, has a GDP per capita five times higher than rural regions such as Amazonas (0.1%),
Putumayo (0.4%), Chocé (0.4%), and Guainia (0.0%) (DANE, 2023).
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These data show how territorial inequalities in Colombia are not only expressed in terms of infrastructure
and access to basic services, but also deepen the social and economic gaps that directly affect rural youth.
The concentration of economic development in a few urban nodes and the persistent marginalization of
rural and peripheral areas, particularly those with a high presence of young people and ethnic groups, reveal
the urgency of rethinking public policies from a territorial and differential approach.

Education and Rural Youth

Rural youth face significant challenges in terms of quality and access to education. While urban youth aged
15 to 24 have an average of 10.6 years of formal education, their rural peers reach only 8.5 years (Penagos
etal, 2020). The disparities are aggravated by the presence of multigrade schools in rural areas. In addition,
rural areas lack adequate roads, school transportation, and quality teaching talent. These shortcomings,
together with deficiencies in the management of the School Feeding Program (PAE), hinder the
effectiveness of educational coverage

Colombia ranks last in educational quality in the OECD, with 71% of students at the lowest levels of
performance in the PISA tests. In national tests, urban students perform better compared to their rural
peers (LEE-Javeriana, 2023). Only two out of five rural educational institutions offer secondary education.
The educational infrastructure in rural areas is deficient. In 2022, 18.1% of rural schools lacked electricity,
79.8% did not have internet access, and 59.7% did not have computer rooms (DANE, 2022).

Total gross higher education coverage in Colombia has grown slowly, reaching 54.91% in 2022. However,
there are notable differences between departments. In Antioquia, the rate of access to higher education
exceeds 56%, while in dispersed rural municipalities it is extremely low (Min Educacién, 2022). The annual
college dropout rate in 2021 was 10.08%. The inter-semester absence rate showed a slight improvement,
decreasing from 14.66% to 12.84% between 2020 and 2021 (Min Educacién, 2022).

In short, the deep gaps in access and quality of education reinforce the inequalities faced by rural youth in
Colombia and limit their opportunities for development. The precariousness of infrastructure, low coverage
in secondary and higher education, together with the limited presence of teachers and technological
resources, perpetuate cycles of exclusion and backwardness.

Employment and Work in Rural Y outh

Labor informality is a significant problem in rural areas, where the formal employment rate barely exceeds
15%, compared to 43% in cities. The high level of labor informality limits access to social security and
pensions (DANE, 2018). In addition, there is a significant incidence of child labour in rural areas, especially
among out-of-school children. This phenomenon is related to the lack of job opportunities and dependence
on income from self-employment in vulnerable households (Otero, 2019 ; Corredor, 2016 ).

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the erosion of employment opportunities in the rural labor market,
resulting in the loss of approximately 578,705 jobs between March and July 2020 (DANE, 2022). Although
agriculture remains the main employer in rural areas, there has been an increase in interest in rural non-
agricultural activities, such as commerce and social services (DNP, 2015 ). Gender differences in rural
occupations are marked, with men predominantly in sectors such as agriculture, livestock, fishing, and
construction, while women are concentrated in commerce, tourism, and communal services (DNP, 2014).
Rural youth face high levels of female unemployment, with women constituting 56.1% of unemployment
in rural areas and labor participation of only 31.4% (DANE, 2022).

Public employment in rural areas is almost non-existent, with a concentration of 51% of public jobs in the
capital, Bogotd. At the national level, public servants constitute 6.20% of total employment (Civil Service,
2022). In 2022, only 22.48% of rural youth were affiliated to the General Pension and Social Security
System (SGPS). This percentage reflects the limited participation of young people in the formal labor
market and the consequent lack of social protection (Min Salud, 2023).
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The youth unemployment rate in 2022 was 17.1%, with a significant gap between women (21.1%) and men
(12.2%) (DANE, 2023). 26% of people of working age in Colombia are "ninis" (neither studying notr
working), with a higher proportion of young women (17.2%) than young men (8.8%). This segment
represents an underutilized potential and poses a growing risk of social and economic inequalities (Balarezo,
2019). Rural youth face barriers such as the scarcity of educational institutions, the limited supply of formal
employment, lack of transport and connectivity infrastructure, and dependence on low-paid and highly
informal agricultural activities.

In conclusion, the precariousness of the rural labor market and the high informality seriously limit the
opportunities of rural youth in Colombia, deepening their vulnerability and social exclusion. Gender gaps,
child labor and the growth of the "NEET" phenomenon show the urgency of implementing public policies
that promote access to decent, formal jobs with social protection

Health and Well-Being in Rural Youth

Despite advances in health coverage, which reached 98% in 2022, there is still 2% of the population, mainly
in dispersed rural areas, without access to medical services. Approximately 7% of rural youth are not
affiliated to the social security health system (Min Salud, 2021 ). There is a notable disparity in the
distribution of doctors between urban and rural areas. In the municipal capitals there are 102 health
professionals per 10,000 inhabitants, a figure that decreases to 40.8 in rural areas and 28.1 in dispersed rural
areas (Min Salud, 2022).

7.1% of the Colombian population lives with a disability, with 20% of this population located in rural areas.
Rural youth with disabilities face physical barriers, lack of adapted transportation, and invisibility in their
communities (DANE, 2018; Min Salud, 2022). Rural youth have significantly less access to mental health
services compared to urban youth. The consequences of armed conflict and the consumption of
psychoactive substances (PAS) aggravate mental health problems in these areas (Min Salud, 2015).

Rural youth have a lower prevalence of chronic diseases, but they face high risks of mortality from accidents
and aggressions. Homicides account for 43% of deaths in this age group. In dispersed rural areas, the
leading causes of youth mortality include transport accidents and intentional self-inflicted injuries (Min
Salud, 2022). Rural youth face additional barriers in HIV prevention, diagnosis, and treatment. In 2022,
63% of new HIV cases corresponded to people between 25 and 29 years of age in Colombia (National
Institute of Health, 2022).

The use of SPA, such as alcohol and marijuana, is linked to an increase in traffic accidents, violence and
poor performance. The average age of initiation of cigarette consumption is 16.8 years for men and 18.2
years for women (DANE, 2019; DANE, 2020). Suicide is a significant cause of youth mortality, especially
in departments with high rates of Unmet Basic Needs (UBN) and a large presence of young people
belonging to ethnic groups. In 2022, Vaupés reported the highest rate of youth suicide, with 84.83 cases
per 100,000 inhabitants (Min Salud, 2022).

In 2015, 24.8% of rural young women between the ages of 15 and 19 were mothers or pregnant, in contrast
to 15.1% in urban areas. Between 2015 and 2020, births to girls aged 10 to 14 years in rural areas increased
by 80.4%, and in adolescents aged 15 to 19 years by 38.6% (ENDS, 2015).

In summary, rural youth in Colombia face serious limitations in access to comprehensive and quality health
services, a situation that deepens their vulnerability to problems such as mental health, the consumption of
psychoactive substances, mortality from violence and adolescent pregnancy. The gaps in coverage, medical
personnel, and differential care for populations with disabilities or at social risk reflect the urgent need to
strengthen the territorial approach and guarantee effective access to health as a fundamental right.
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Public Policies for Rural Youth in Colombia

In recent decades, Colombia has made progress in the formulation of public policies aimed at youth;
however, their scope and implementation in rural contexts remain limited and uneven. The Youth
Citizenship Statute (Law 1622 of 2013) defined youth public policies as continuous processes of
intersectoral and territorial articulation, aimed at guaranteeing the full exercise of youth rights. The law
established the obligation to formulate such policies at all territorial levels, with the active participation of
young people and specific budget allocation.

Article 20 of the Statute set deadlines for its formulation: six months after the election of the Municipal
Youth Councils and nine months for the departments. In addition, he demanded the updating of current
policies, in coordination with the National Youth System. However, by 2022, compliance was limited. Only
404 municipalities had formalized policies, while 629 municipalities had not adopted any regulatory
instrument, in breach of the legal mandate (Attorney General's Office, 2022). At the departmental level, in
2023, 24 of the 32 departments had formalized their public policy on youth, but only 13 kept up to date,
while 8 departments lacked the instrument.

The analysis showed a scarce inclusion of rural youth in these policies. In most cases, differentiated
strategies were not contemplated for this population group, which deepens their invisibility in territorial
planning. Departments with high rurality and youth presence, such as La Guajira, Amazonas, Vaupés and
Vichada, did not have formal policies, evidencing structural non-compliance.

In terms of institutionality, only Antioquia and Cérdoba created specific Youth Secretariats. In the rest, the
functions were limited to coordinations or programs with low operational capacity. Additionally, the
infrastructure of Youth Houses showed deep gaps: in 2024, there were 86 Houses in 29 departments,
concentrated in urban areas, while regions such as Casanare had only one. The research showed that, by
2024, only three departments: Antioquia (2019), Cundinamarca (2023) and Meta (2023) had specific
public policies for rural youth, formalized through departmental ordinances. Ordinances are administrative
acts issued by the Departmental Assembly, of mandatory compliance, intended to dictate provisions to
resolve matters within its competence. Although the definition of public policy is not homogeneous, for
this work it is considered as an expression of political power through a long-term planning instrument,
focused on building or improving a specific issue relevant to society. It is also understood as an expression
of power relations that is built through a process of consultation with multiple actors from the State, civil
society, and private agents (Betancourt & Ramirez, 2018).

Two of these instruments, in the department of Cundinamarca and Meta, were recently adopted (2023),
reflecting the incipient incorporation of this population into territorial planning. The policies share
objectives aimed at strengthening rural youth entreprencurship and improving access to and quality of
education in rural areas. They include training strategies and promotion of youth productive
competitiveness. However, there are differences in the technical scope and robustness of the
implementation and evaluation mechanisms.

The department of Antioquia, whose policy includes a detailed diagnosis, clear objectives, financing
schemes and specific institutional framework, such as the creation of the Departmental Table for Rural
Youth, a body for consultation and follow-up that does not exist in the other departments. Cundinamarca
and Meta incorporated symbolic mechanisms and incentives, such as the Day of the Rural Youth or the
Rural Youth Award, but they lack clear definitions of rural youth and robust monitoring and evaluation
systems, limiting the measurement of impacts and the sustainability of actions.

In addition, the three ordinances present gaps in the approach to structural problems such as youth
mobility, access to basic services and the guarantee of fundamental rights. Although these ordinances
represent advances in the visibility of rural youth in departmental strategic planning, it is necessary to
strengthen their comprehensive and territorial approach, ensuring sustainable actions that reduce urban-
rural gaps and promote the permanence and development of youth in their territories.
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Analysis of Inequalities and Challenges for Rural Youth in Colombia

The above data showed the deep structural inequalities faced by rural youth in Colombia, as a result of the
intersection of demographic, social, economic, and political factors that perpetuate historical gaps with their
urban peers. Demographically, rural youth constitute a strategic group but in progressive decline, affected
by forced or voluntary migration, low birth rates and population aging, phenomena that are exacerbated in
territories with high levels of unsatisfied basic needs (UBN) and limited supply of essential services.

Education emerges as one of the most critical expressions of this inequality. Gaps in coverage, quality,
infrastructure and connectivity restrict the educational trajectories and the possibilities of
professionalization of rural youth, forcing them to migrate or remain in conditions of backwardness and
vulnerability. This educational exclusion has a direct impact on their labor insertion, where unemployment,
informality and concentration in agricultural activities with low added value predominate, with few
alternatives for economic diversification. This situation is aggravated for rural women and young people in
NEET conditions (neither studying nor working), who face greater risks of being linked to illicit economies
and perpetuating cycles of poverty.

Access to health, especially in areas such as mental and sexual health, is another area where deep
shortcomings persist. Problems such as youth suicide and teenage pregnancy are a reflection of the fragility
of the rural health system, marked by the low density of medical personnel and the precariousness of the
health infrastructure, which deepens the exclusion and vulnerability of this population.

In terms of public policies, the balance revealed partial compliance with Law 1622 of 2013, with institutional
advances still insufficient to guarantee a comprehensive and differential approach to rural youth. As of
2024, several departments of the country lacked specific instruments that would make visible and respond
to the needs of this population, evidencing a weak mainstreaming of the rural approach in territorial
planning. Although experiences such as those of Antioquia, Cundinamarca and Meta represent important
steps in the recognition of rural youth, their effectiveness will depend on political and financial
sustainability, the creation of evaluation mechanisms and the real capacity to transform the structural
conditions of inequality.

In this context, territorial planning must be assumed as an exercise in democratic governance, aimed at
closing structural and territorial gaps. This requires overcoming the fragmentation of interventions and
strengthening intersectoral and intersectional articulation, in order to build comprehensive public policies,
with a rights-based approach and a territorial perspective.

Conclusions

During the period analyzed, rural youth in Colombia face structural challenges that limit their integral
development and deepen the historical inequalities between rural and urban areas. The persistence of labor
informality, educational gaps, and limitations in access to essential basic services restrict their opportunities
for full participation in the social, economic, and political life of the country, perpetuating cycles of
exclusion and vulnerability. These conditions hinder their access to higher education, decent employment
and a life with well-being in their own territories, which increases migratory flows to cities and weakens the
social fabric in rural areas.

Overcoming these challenges requires moving towards a comprehensive public policy model that
recognizes the diversity and heterogeneity of rural youth, their territories and their different ways of
inhabiting and projecting life. In this sense, prioritizing access to quality rural education, promoting the
generation of formal employment and guaranteeing decent living conditions in rural areas are fundamental
actions to close existing structural gaps.
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