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Relocation and International Assignment Trends and Practices

Colombia has a strategic position in the Americas. A tropical country of
incredible diversity and charm, Colombia’s attractions include enchanting
rainforests, spectacular mountains, beautiful beaches, jungles, and, of
course, smooth, rich coffee!

Input from Cartus Global Supply Chain and our Destination Service Providers on
the ground points to several key areas of importance to the expat community. Of
primary importance are the culture and business practices, safety and security,
the real estate market, transportation, education, banking, and medical services.
These areas are all addressed, with best practice recommendations, to help guide
relocation managers as they consider policies for their assignees.
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BUSINESS AND PERSONAL
R E L AT I O N S H I P S

TOP TIPS FOR SUCCESS

In general, Colombians are friendly people, not shy about striking
up a conversation. Communication is usually “indirect” in social
situations: it is important not to offend. In business situations,
people may be more direct. Colombians do, however, speak
relatively loudly! This results in conversations that tend to be
dominated by those who speak up, and there may be little
opportunity provided for the more shy members of a group
to be heard.
Doing business in Colombia requires an awareness of local
customs. Customs in the interior, including Bogotá, are some of
the most formal in South America. Business attire in Bogotá is
formal. Men usually wear suits and ties. In warmer weather, shortsleeve shirts with trousers and a jacket are usually acceptable.
Women usually wear dresses, skirts with jackets or pantsuits.
Otherwise, casual dress is fine. Closed-toe shoes or boots are
appropriate. Table manners and observing proper protocol
during meals is highly important. Like many other Latin American
countries, Colombians’ observance of time requires some
adjustment for many Westerners—one should always arrive on
time for meetings, although you may have to wait for the meeting
to start!
Response time is usually considered slow (by the standards of
some other cultures) and it is not unusual for people to show up
for appointments late.
As family is very important in Colombian society, you might
be invited to a Colombian colleague’s home for a meal. It is
appropriate to bring a gift, such as flowers or chocolate.
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• Spanish is the official language of
Colombia. Gain a working knowledge of
Spanish! Although English is used during
the working day in many companies, it is
good for expats to learn some Spanish
to speak with colleagues and neighbors.
Using the language shows respect, and
will take assignees far both in personal
and business relationships.
• “Please” (por favor) and “Thanks”
(gracias) are important words.
Colombians use them almost
automatically, and not using them is
considered rude.
• If invited to a colleague’s home for a
meal, assignees should reciprocate by
offering to take their host and family
to dinner—a restaurant is perfectly
acceptable.
• The handshake is the most common
form of greeting among Colombians in
the business sector. Close friends of the
opposite sex, and female friends, may
greet one another with a kiss on the
cheek or a hug, and close male friends
may greet one another with a hug.
• Tipping and gratuity: In restaurants the
standard tip for great service is 10%.
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SAFETY AND SECURITY

TOP TIPS FOR SUCCESS

Although some of the information and safety measures listed below
may seem like common sense, they are worth keeping in mind:
• In general, it is recommended that you keep a low profile and
exercise caution at all times, but especially at night. Become
familiar with your neighborhood and learn what areas to avoid.
• Avoid looking lost. If you must look at a map or navigation
app, walk into an establishment to do your research in a more
private environment.
• Avoid using electronic devices in public and never leave
electronics, money, or other valuables in unattended cars,
visible to others.

• Use caution and discretion when
using ATMs and displaying jewelry or
valuables.
• While driving or leaving your car parked,
keep your doors locked and do not
leave personal belongings on display.
• Do not hail cabs on the street at any
time. Always use phone apps (cabifi,
beat, didi), call taxi providers or use
hotel transportation when ordering a
car service.

• Be discreet when wearing valuables (jewelry, expensive bags,
etc.) or when using an ATM; choose an enclosed establishment,
rather than street ATM machines.
• It is recommended that corporations provide a security briefing to assignees prior to their moves into Colombia.
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T R A N S P O R TAT I O N
Big challenges in Bogotá, Medellin, Cali and other main cities in
Colombia include the traffic and the “Pico y Placa” restriction, a
system that limits the number of vehicles driving in the city each
day. Public transportation is not commonly used by expats. Some
companies provide a company car for the expat, and the family buys
another car for the family. Having two cars enables expats to deal
with the Pico y Placa restriction, as license plates fall into different
categories of restriction on those days.

Driving in Colombia
Foreigners may drive in Colombia with their own country’s license or
with an International Drivers License until they establish residency.
After that period, they must obtain a Colombian Drivers license; this
procedure must be completed in person.
Requirements for obtaining a Colombian license are:
• Go to the Motor Vehicle Office (SIM) and register to obtain a
RUNT number (Registro Unico Nacional de Trasporte).
• Bring ID Card (Cédula de Extranjeria) and a photocopy of it.
• Fill out the Application Form.
• Undergo a physical, mental and motor skills evaluation and a
simulated driving test at the SIM.
• Attend several driving classes at an academy approved by
the SIM. The academy will then issue a driving certificate.

TOP TIPS FOR SUCCESS
• When driving on highways, keep
headlights on.
• The Vehicle registration document,
proof of identity, insurance documents,
and a valid driving license should be
kept in the car at all times.
• In case of an accident, drivers should call
for the police and insurance company;
do not move the vehicles until the police
arrive and the report is written.
• Many roads are closed on Sundays and
Holidays due to the Ciclovia—on these
days, roads are reserved for bikes and
pedestrians.
• “Pico y Placa” is a restriction which
establishes the days that a vehicle is
allowed to drive depending on the last
number of the tag.
• Gas stations are common in Colombia
—all have attendants who pump gas
for motorists. Tipping the gas station
attendant is not necessary.

• After you complete the classes and approve the evaluations
you will be able to obtain your driver´s license.
Important things to know include:
• Colombians drive on the right side of the road, and the
minimum age to obtain a license is 16 years old.
• The legal blood-alcohol limit is 0.2%.
• Seat belts are mandatory in private vehicles. Car seats are
mandatory based on appropriate age.
• When an ambulance or fire truck approaches, pull over or
move aside to let them through.
• The use of cellular phones while driving is prohibited.
• Every vehicle must be covered by a minimum limited
third-party liability policy.
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R E A L E S TAT E M A R K E T

TOP TIPS FOR SUCCESS
• Colombian leases require a Guarantor,
typically the assignee’s employer.

Market Customs
In Colombia, there is no MLS system. Properties can be
listed with several real estate agents, and can move off the
market quickly. There are no controls on the accuracy or
upkeep of listings.

• The Foreign ID Card is required in order for
tenants to have cable TV/Internet installed.
• Lease payments will need to be made
in local currency; most landlords do not
accept overseas currency/payments.

There are a limited numbers of houses for rent in major cities
compared to apartments, and four-bedroom apartments are
very hard to find. For security reasons, only houses in gated
communities or condos are recommended for assignees.

• It is recommended that tenants acquire
insurance, even if not required by the
landlord.

Properties are available both furnished and unfurnished,
though ‘unfurnished’ can mean several things. Unfurnished
properties usually do not provide kitchen appliances,
but may provide floor coverings. Some even include
refrigerators and laundry rooms. Furnished apartments
provide all basic furniture and appliances; some landlords
may even include a television. Usually, new apartments do
not include appliances or curtains. If there are appliances in
the apartment installed by the landlord, the maintenance
is the tenant’s responsibility. Prices of leased properties are
affected by the quality of the housing, the size, and
the location.

• Early Termination Diplomatic Clauses: Most
landlords will not accept this for a 12-month term. If
it is a multiyear lease, the clause is usually negotiable
after the initial 12-month term.
• Lease Currency: Colombian Pesos.
• Lease related payments: Must be made in local
currency—Colombian Pesos.
• First month rent: Must be paid at the time lease is
signed (rent is paid in advance).
• Realtor Fees: Landlord or tenant, depending on
the city.

Lease Practices and Customs

• Taxes/Condo/Maintenance fees: Not always
included in the rent amount. The payment must be
made in local currency, and as stipulated by building/
association.

• Guarantee Requirements: Guarantor is required.
The most commonly accepted option is that the
company acts as Guarantor. The tenant will be listed
on the lease and signs as tenant, with the company
acting/signing as Guarantor. The Guarantor must be
a local entity. Note: If the company does not act as
a Guarantor, landlords will ask for a security bond or
insurance policy to be issued.

• Main Utilities: Not included in rent amount. Utilities
such as water, electricity and gas will stay in the
landlord’s name, with tenant just taking over the
payments. Phone-landline may be included as well,
but will depend on the landlord.

• Lease Term: 12-month term with automatic renewal
for another term, as initially agreed (if no 90-day
written notification is provided proactively). The
renewal will have an automatic increase according to
the CPI (Consumer Prices Index).

• Internet/Cable TV: Will be in tenant’s name. Tenant
must have their Foreign ID card in order to have
internet and cable TV installed.
• Appliances: Only oven/stoves are typically included.
No other appliances.

• Security Deposit: Not applicable.
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HOUSING COSTS
APARTMENTS
FURNISHED
Accommodation size & level

Studio

1 bedroom

2 bedrooms

3 bedrooms

4 bedrooms

Non-Management

N/A

$ 2,500

$ 3,800

$ 4,500

N/A

Manager

N/A

$ 3,000

$ 4,500

$ 7,500

N/A

Senior Management

N/A

$ 4,500

$ 7,000

$ 13,100

N/A

UNFURNISHED
Accommodation size & level

Studio

1 bedroom

2 bedrooms

3 bedrooms

4 bedrooms

Non-Management

N/A

$ 2,000

$ 2,800

$ 4,500

N/A

Manager

N/A

$ 2,500

$ 4,500

$ 7,650

N/A

Senior Management

N/A

$ 3,800

$ 5,500

$ 10,300

N/A

HOUSES
FURNISHED
Accommodation size & level

1 bedroom

2 bedrooms

3 bedrooms

4 bedrooms

5 bedrooms

Non-Management

N/A

N/A

$ 3,500

$ 4,500

N/A

Manager

N/A

N/A

$ 6,500

$ 8,000

N/A

Senior Management

N/A

N/A

$ 14,500

$ 16,000

N/A

4 bedrooms

5 bedrooms

UNFURNISHED
Accommodation size & level

1 bedroom

2 bedrooms

3 bedrooms

Non-Management

N/A

N/A

$ 2,500

$ 3,500

N/A

Manager

N/A

N/A

$ 4,500

$ 6,500

N/A

Senior Management

N/A

N/A

$ 10,000

$ 15,000

N/A
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E D U C AT I O N

TOP TIPS FOR SUCCESS

Public schools are not recommended for expats. Private schools
charge high fees but they offer better educational services.
Depending on the needs of the family, there are many options
for education systems and types, as well as bilingual schools.
The education system in Colombia is divided into three stages:
Kindergarten (two years); Elementary (five years); Middle and high
school (six years).

• Parents should apply for desired schools
in advance and have at least three
backup options. Availability in desired
schools may be limited.

• The Colombian school system has two calendars (A and B):
Calendar A: From February to November
Calendar B: From September to June
• Parents should apply in advance and assess at least three options. Have backup choices because availability in desired
schools may be limited.
• The admission process includes some exams for the children according to the age, as well as interviews with the
parents.
Typical basic requirements:
• Birth certificate
• Copy of passport and VISA
• Immunization records, last report card, and school transcripts (translated and apostilled)
• Student aptitude test (Math, English, Science)
• Interview (child and parents)
• Admission process provided by school at the time based on internal process/regulations
Typical costs for schools may include, but are not limited to:
• School Bond (bono or donation): One-time payment. This enrollment fee is determined by the private institution.
• Registration Fee (matricula): Yearly payment
• Tuition fee (pension): Monthly payment
• Lunch and transportation: Monthly payment
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BANKING

TOP TIPS FOR SUCCESS

All banks can receive and send money to and from abroad. In order
to open a bank account, assignees must have both their Foreign ID
card “Cédula de extranjería” and their Labor Certificate.
Banks are typically open from Monday through Friday from
8:00/9:00 a.m. and from 3:00/4:00 p.m. Some offer extended
hour service including night and weekend shifts.

• Do not provide your PIN to strangers.
• Expats must have a Foreign ID card
and a Labor certificate to open a bank
account.
• Banks may have special hours during
holidays.

On the last day of each month, the banks are open until noon.
There are special hours during Holy Week and other holidays.

• Colombian Peso COP$ are the accepted
currency; U.S. Dollars are only accepted
in some hotels and restaurants.

ATMs are an excellent option because they operate 24 hours a
day; some provide the English language option. The transactions
generally allowed are: balance inquiries, withdrawals, payment of
some utility bills, transfers and cash advances. ATMs are located in strategic places, particularly on main streets and malls.
Some ATMs will allow Visa and Master Card debit and credit international transactions.

The majority of supermarkets, hotels, restaurants and commercial establishments accept international credit cards such as
American Express, Master Card and Visa. If your debit or credit card is stolen, contact a bank representative immediately
and place a police report.
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MEDICAL SERVICES

TOP TIPS FOR SUCCESS

Private healthcare in Colombia has high standards, however, the
Public Health system is not recommended.
The majority of drugs may be bought in drugstores and pharmacies
without any restrictions, except for those requiring a medical
prescription. There are drugstores which provide service during
nights, weekends and holidays.

Bogotá’s high altitude causes shortness
of breath, insomnia and weight loss in
some individuals. These symptoms usually
disappear rather quickly, but individuals with
significant heart or lung disorders should take
this fact into consideration.
No vaccinations are required, but there are
some preventative measures that should be
taken into consideration before you depart
for Colombia.

C O L O M B I A : B A S I C FA C T S
Full country name: Republic of Colombia.
Capital: Bogotá D.C., Distrito Capital.
Official Language: Spanish.
Location: Colombia is bordered on the north by the Caribbean
Sea, on the East by Venezuela and Brazil, on the South by Peru and
Ecuador, and on the West by the Pacific Ocean. It shares a Northwest
border with Panama.

When purchasing prescription drugs in
a pharmacy, verify that the drug has the
expiration date and price printed on the
package.
In case of accident or emergency go to the
nearest hospital and you will be seen on an
emergency basis.

Demographics: Colombia has almost forty million people, of which
almost 70% live in big cities with the remaining percentage living in the rural zones of the country.
Geography: Flat coastal lowlands, central highlands, high Andes Mountains, and eastern lowland plains.
Main Cities: Bogotá, Medellín, Cali and Cartagena.
Climate: Colombia has a wide variety of climates and temperatures depending on the altitude above sea level. March, April,
May, October, November and December are rainy, and are considered winter in the interior of the country. The other months
are mainly sunny and dry, and are considered summer.

Content for this publication was provided by Cartus Supply Chain, LARM Colombia, and First Contact.
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