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What is the economic impact of COVID-19 in Colombia, specifically with respect to trends in 
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1. Summary 

Available data provides a picture for the macro-economy of Colombia, agriculture and 

infrastructure. Recent data on trends on public procurement were difficult to find within the scope 

of this rapid review.  

In 2020, macro-level employment figures show a large drop between February and April when 

COVID-19 lockdown measures were first introduced, followed by a gradual upward trend. In 

December 2020, the employment rate was 4.09 percentage points lower than the employment 

rate in December 2019. 

Gender differences: Macro-level figures from the National Administrative Department of 

Statistics (DANE) shows that a higher percentage of men experienced job losses than 

women in November 2020. However, evidence presented by the Universidad Nacional de 

Colombia based on the DANE great integrated house survey shows that a higher proportion of 

all jobs lost were lost by women in the second quarter. It may be that the imbalance shifted 

over time but it is not possible to directly compare the data. Evidence suggests that women were 

disproportionately more burdened by home activities due to the closure of schools and childcare. 

There is also a suggestion that women have lost out where jobs able to function during 

lockdowns with technology are more likely to be held by men. Literature also shows that women 

have lower levels of technology literacy.  

There is a lack of reliable data for understanding the economic impacts of COVID-19 for people 

living with disability. A report on the COVID-19 response and disability for the Latin America 

region recommends improving collaboration between policy makers and non-governmental 

organisations (Meresman & Ullman, 2020).  

Younger people experienced greater job losses. Data for November 2020 show 3.3 percent of 

the population aged under 25 lost their job compared to 1.8 percent of those employed between 

24 and 54.  

Agriculture, livestock and fishing increased by 2.8% in 2020 compared to 2019. And the 

sector as a whole grew 3.4% between the third and fourth quarter of 2020.  

Between 2020 and 2019 the construction sector contracted by 27.7% (DANE, 2021). And 

contracted 0.2% from the third to the fourth quarter. 

In terms of sector differences, construction was harder hit by the initial mobility restrictions than 

agriculture. Construction contracted by 30.5% in the second quarter of 2020. It is making a 

relatively healthy recovery with reports that 84% of projects being reactivated following return to 

work. The President of the Colombian Chamber of Construction predicting an 8.4% growth in the 

construction of housing and other buildings in 2021. 

Agriculture was reported to be one of the sectors least affected by the shock. The primary sector 

(which includes agriculture) contracted monthly between March and December 2020 decreasing 

by around 10% each month. A greater proportion of men work in agriculture than women.  

Information on public procurement since COVID-19 describes the successful use of 

eProcurement systems. An open call by the government for essential supplies allowed a greater 
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range of suppliers to respond to COVID-19 needs increasing efficiency, transparency and 

monitoring.  

2. The economy in Colombia since the outbreak of COVID-
19 

Confinement policies aimed at reducing the spread of COVID-19 in March to August 2020 had an 

impact on all sectors of the economy but mainly affecting commerce, transport, tourism and 

industry sectors (Meija et al., 2021). Selective isolation and flexibility in mobility restrictions after 

August has allowed productive activities an upward trend. In the second quarter of 2020 the 

Colombian economy fell at an annual rate of -15.8%, and fell by -9.0% in the third quarter. The 

reduction in the third quarter was attributed to the sectors commerce, repair, transport, 

accommodation and food services, construction, and mining.  

Compared to 2019, fourth quarter gross domestic product (GDP) decreased by 3.6%. For the 

year as a whole 2020 GDP decreased by 6.8% compared to 2019 (DANE, 2021). Retail, 

transport and services activities contributed 3.0 percentage points to the GDP fall, Construction 

1.9% and mining activities 1.0%.  

Figure 1 shows the pattern of employment rate before and following the COVID-19 outbreak 

across all sectors (Banco de la República, 2020a). Between February to April the employment 

rate dropped from 55.48% to 41.57%. It has risen gradually to around 53% in October where it 

has plateaued. In 2019 the employment rate in December was 57.50% and 53.41% in December 

2020, a year-on-year percentage point difference of -4.09.  

2.3% of dependent jobs registered retirements in November 2020, compared to 2.1% in 

November 2019 (DANE, 2020a). There was a 5.9% decrease in the dependent labour market 

and 4.0% decrease in the independent labour market in 2020 compared to 2019. 

Figure 1: Employment rate in Colombia 2019-2020 

  

Data source: Banco de la República. (2020a).  
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3. Impact on different groups 

Gender 

Employment data show that overall a higher proportion of men have experienced job losses 

compared to women. In November 2020 2.5% of men had their contracts suspended compared 

with 2.1% of women (DANE, 2020a). In November 2019, the same statistic was 1.13% for men 

and 1.01% for women.   

Looking at it from a perspective of proportions of jobs lost gives a different picture. Second 

quarter statistics from the Universidad de los Andes reports states that women represented a 

greater proportion of jobs lost than men (Beccerra et al., 2020). Of all jobs lost 52.08% were lost 

by women, and 47.92% were lost by men, despite women making up a smaller proportion of the 

labour market (40%). Female unemployment in the second quarter of 2019 was 12.9% and a 

year later, the second quarter of 2020, 24.6%. The report also suggests a reassignment of care 

responsibilities and work participation within the home.  

A survey by DANE and El futuro es de todos in August 2020 found that 39.6% of women felt 

more burdened with home activities, compared to 20.0% of men compared to before the start of 

preventive isolation (Herrera-Idárraga et al., 2020). Closure of schools has meant that unpaid 

workload has increased and a larger proportion of women (89.5%) participate in unpaid care 

activities than men (62.0%) (Consejeria Presidencial para la Equidad de la Mujer, 2020). Also, a 

majority of women work in sectors most affected by social distancing such as hospitality, 

commerce, and restaurant services. The incidence of this factor is suggested to be lower than 

the factor of status in the home regarding childcare activities and the presence of children 

(Becerra et al., 2020). The Universidad de los Andes report states that data indicates that female 

employment recovery is dependent on schools and care centers resuming services.  

Potentially women are more excluded as jobs reconfigure around technologies due to 

confinement policies. Women have less access and ability with these technologies in Colombia 

than men with 19% of women between ages 15 to 49 not overcoming the gap in access and use 

of ICT use (38%in the case of rural women) (Consejeria Presidencial para la Equidad de la 

Mujer, 2020). Women are more likely to be in jobs that are unable to reconfigure in this way, 

such as jobs requiring routine tasks which are more exposed to job loss.  

Disability 

A report on COVID-19 and people with disabilities in Latin America1 highlights lack of reliable 

data as a challenge in understanding and supporting this group (Meresman & Ullman, 2020). 

There are no key indicators to check whether adaptations and adjustments have been 

implemented for this group including access to decent work. The report finds efforts by 

governments in the region to respond inclusively but “presents a predominantly negative 

assessment of the measures taken and a pessimistic perception about the scenarios to come for 

 

1 Data specifically on Colombia may be contained in this report but was unable to translate in to English 

https://repositorio.cepal.org/bitstream/handle/11362/46278/S2000645_es.pdf?sequence=1&isAll
owed=y  

https://repositorio.cepal.org/bitstream/handle/11362/46278/S2000645_es.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://repositorio.cepal.org/bitstream/handle/11362/46278/S2000645_es.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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the population with disabilities” (Meresman & Ullman, 2020, p9). The report recommends 

improved collaboration between those implementing policies and related non-governmental 

organisations.2  

Age 

The younger section of the labour market in Colombia has been more affected by job losses 

(DANE, 2020a). In November 2020, 3.3% of the employed population aged under 25 lost their 

jobs compared to 2.2% of those employed between 25 and 54, and 1.8% of employed people 

over 55. In November of the previous year the job loss rates for these ages were 0.90, 1.08, and 

1.56% respectively. 

Region 

Regional variations are identified with lower economic contraction in the Pacific, Central and 

Bogotá regions and more pronounced contractions in the Amazon-Orinoquía, Eastern and 

Caribbean regions (Meija et al., 2021). 

Low-income groups 

Innovations for Poverty Action (IPA) conducted a survey3 in Colombia in May 2020 in partnership 

with Colombia’s National Planning Department to assess employment situations and guide 

decision making for response (Chaskel and Holloway, 2020)4. From 1,500 households 

approximately 50% of those who had worked in February had not worked in May. Of those that 

were still working, 21% were earning less. Approximately half of Colombia’s workers are hired 

informally and are more vulnerable to shocks. Among employees surveyed, only 26%of informal 

workers had worked in the past week, compared to 49% of formal workers. There are concerns 

that improvements made in the past two decades towards poverty alleviation are being reversed.  

A second round of the IPA survey interviewed 1,000 households in August 2020 (IPA, 2020). 

64% of respondents reported that their debts had increased, a larger proportion of these having 

informal jobs.  

4. Agriculture 

Agriculture, livestock and fishing grew by 2.8% in 2020 compared to 2019 (DANE, 2021). This 

reflects a 4.8% growth in agricultural crops and livestock; 10.5% decrease in coffee crop growth; 

1.7% increase in livestock; 1.6% increase in forestry and timber extraction; and 22.% growth in 

 

2 The report includes survey results from Colombia which were not possible to translate into English and were not 
possible to include in this report. Section D looks at access to work and economic activity. 
https://repositorio.cepal.org/bitstream/handle/11362/46278/S2000645_es.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y  

3 The survey intended to be of use to measure the impacts of COVID-19 on people living in poverty in low- and 
middle-income countries. Sampling methods are not described. https://www.poverty-action.org/questionnaire/ipa-
recovr-survey  

4 A blog style report of survey results 

https://repositorio.cepal.org/bitstream/handle/11362/46278/S2000645_es.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.poverty-action.org/questionnaire/ipa-recovr-survey
https://www.poverty-action.org/questionnaire/ipa-recovr-survey
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fishing and aquaculture. The sector as a whole grew 1.3% between the third and fourth quarter in 

2020. And the sector as a whole grew 3.4% between the third and fourth quarter of 2020.  

In October 2020 a Monetary Policy Report notes that agriculture was among the sectors least 

affected by the shock and was expected to show positive growth in the third quarter (Banco de la 

República, 2020b). 

Economic tracking indicators show the primary sector (which includes agriculture of agriculture, 

livestock; hunting; forestry and fishing, and extraction from mines and quarries) contracted by 

10.68% in November 2020 (DANE, 2020b). In November 2019, the same sector had grown by 

2.63%. It showed a contraction each month in 2020 from March to November. The smallest 

contraction was in March, 1.8% The largest contraction was in April, 11.43%.   

Prices for agricultural products saw marked drops at the beginning of the pandemic. A report 

from DANE (2020a) describes price drops experienced in May5 2020 including a 23.3% fall in the 

price for spinach, 12.44% for tomato, 20% for pumpkin, 11.1% for mandarin, 35.59% for potato 

and an increase of 16.23% for lettuce. There are different factors affecting these prices for 

example, cargo restrictions have reduced access for buyers.   

Impacts associated with this sector may vary by gender as 22.5% of men work in agriculture and 

6.7% of women (Consejeria Presidencial para la Equidad de la Mujer, 2020). Impacts on other 

groups were not identified.  

5. Infrastructure 

Between 2020 and 2019 the construction sector contracted by 27.7% (DANE, 2021). And 

contracted 0.2% from the third to the fourth quarter.  

The first quarter of 2020 saw a fall in constructions GDP measurement by 9.4% (KPMG, 2020). 

The second quarter saw a contraction in every sector of the economy due to social distancing 

and quarantine measures. The largest declines were in components directly affected by social 

distancing of which construction was one, contracting by 30.5% (Banco de la República, 2020b).6 

Within this component, building construction performed better than projected but the fall in public 

works construction was much bigger than expected. The Colombia chamber of construction 

reported that once allowed to return to work, 84% of projects were activated (KPMG, 2020).  

The buildings and structures sub-category is expected to contribute to improvements within gross 

fixed capital formation7. This is due to the continuation of multiple road infrastructure projects and 

other works, particularly in Bogotá. The October 2020 Monetary Policy Report considers 

construction to be one of the sectors to have likely “most benefited from the flexibilization or 

 

5 Likely as compared to the previous month although the report does not specify. 

6 The sectors seeing larger declines were arts, entertainment, and recreation (-37.1%); and trade, repairs, 
transport, and lodging (-33.9%).  

7 Gross fixed capital formation consists of resident producers’ investments, deducting disposals, in fixed assets 
during a given period. https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-
explained/index.php/Glossary:Gross_fixed_capital_formation_(GFCF)  

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Gross_fixed_capital_formation_(GFCF)
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Gross_fixed_capital_formation_(GFCF)
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quarantine measures and the partial recovery of demand” (Banco de la República, 2020b, p22). 

Particularly in public works.  

A recent news article reports the President of the Colombian Chamber of Construction predicting 

an 8.4% growth in the construction of housing and other buildings in 2021 but not infrastructure 

projects (Bocanegra, 2021). The government is reported to be progressing with plans for a fifth 

round of concessions (5G programme) including road, rail, river, and airport projects. 

11% of men work in construction compared to 1% of women (Consejeria Presidencial para la 

Equidad de la Mujer, 2020). Data on the impact on other groups was not identified.  

The Monetary Policy Report from the Banco de la República (2020b) states that “investment in 

public works should continue to increase thanks primarily to a partial recovery in construction 

(especially in public works and social housing)” (p21). This growth is starting from a low level so 

will not prevent a fall in annual terms. 

6. Public procurement  

During the pandemic Colombia’s public procurement agency has adapted public procurement 

tools to meet new demands, to secure essential supplies such as personal protective equipment 

according to a Digital Buying Guide case study (Colombia Compra Eficiente, 2020). The urgency 

of the pandemic threatened to compromise careful reform that had been made to improve 

transparency and accountability in procurement. Approvals and fundraising needed to be fast 

tracked. Buyers were encouraged to use the Colombia Compra Eficiente (CCE)8 eProcurement 

platform. The system is thought to provide a tool for integrity and efficiency as well as high-

quality performance monitoring (Open Contracting, 2020). Anyone can track the country’s 

COVID-19 procurement purchases. New digital tools, such as an aggregate buying device9, have 

allowed CCE to streamline buying during the pandemic and also enables transparency 

(Colombia Compra Eficiente, 2020).  

The aggregate demand instrument allowed a pool of suppliers to be hired with general conditions 

and price caps set, whilst quantities and prices were finalised later at the time of the purchase 

order (Open Contracting, 2020). An open call by the government was put out for suppliers 

allowing those that had not worked with the government before a chance to bid. The broader 

supplier base meant more information on prices, quality and supply options in a market where 

distortion and information asymmetries are an issue. 

No trend data on public procurement was identified.  

 

8 Colombia’s public buying agency 

9 COVID-19 Emergency Demand Aggregation Instrument https://www.colombiacompra.gov.co/tienda-virtual-del-
estado-colombiano/salud/instrumento-de-agregacion-de-demanda-emergencia-covid-19  

https://www.colombiacompra.gov.co/tienda-virtual-del-estado-colombiano/salud/instrumento-de-agregacion-de-demanda-emergencia-covid-19
https://www.colombiacompra.gov.co/tienda-virtual-del-estado-colombiano/salud/instrumento-de-agregacion-de-demanda-emergencia-covid-19
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