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We examine the environmental impacts of legal provisions to restore land rights for 

populations displaced by armed conflict, focusing on Colombia’s Land Restitution Law. 

Leveraging annual satellite data on forest cover loss, detailed records of the timing and 

location of restitution claims, and a staggered difference-in-differences strategy, we find 

that land restitution is associated with increased tree cover loss. Importantly, this effect is 

not driven by deforestation in primary forests, but rather by forest loss in areas formerly 

used for agriculture. These findings highlight the environmental trade-offs inherent in post-

conflict land reforms. While restoring land rights is critical for transitional justice and 

economic recovery, attention to environ- mental outcomes is essential to ensure 

sustainable and equitable reconstruction. 
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Executive summary 

 

 

 

At the end of 2024, the number of people internally displaced by conflict and violence was estimated 

at 73.5 million, which is likely to increase with global warming. When conflict subsides and 

displaced individuals return to their places of origin, they may find their land occupied by others or 

reclaimed by the forest. These conditions pose significant challenges to post-conflict recovery and 

raise pressing questions regarding land governance and environmental sustainability. This paper 

examines the impact of a national land restitution program, designed to facilitate the return of 

displaced persons, on changes in forest cover in resettlement areas. Specifically, we ask: how 

does formal land restitution reshape deforestation patterns in areas previously abandoned due to 

conflict? 

This paper provides the first empirical evidence on the environmental consequences of Colombia’s 

Land Restitution Law, a large-scale post-conflict property rights program designed to sup- port the 

reintegration of displaced populations. Using satellite-based measures of forest cover and a 

staggered difference-in-differences design, we examine how efforts to restore land rights of 

displaced populations have shaped deforestation patterns. 

We find that land restitution activities led to a measurable increase in tree cover loss. This increase 

was not driven by the conversion of primary humid tropical forests but by the reoccupation of 

previously cultivated land abandoned during displacement. These results highlight a fundamental 

policy trade-off: while land restitution advances transitional justice and reintegration, it can also 

accelerate forest loss if not paired with adequate safeguards. 
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