
                                 
Edmund A. Walsh School of Foreign Service  |  Ge o rgetown Un ivers i ty

Co l om bia at the Cro s s road s
    ,  

Prepared by Aleksandar D. Jovovic

ove rv i ew
The In s ti tute for the Stu dy of Di p l om acy hosted
the spring session of the Sch l e s i n ger Work i n g
Group on the topic of s tra tegic su rprise in Co l om-
bi a . Af ter a pre s en t a ti on on four po ten tial scen a r-
ios that may face Co l om bia (see next page ) ,
S ch l e s i n ger Working Group core mem bers and
Co l om bia specialists ex a m i n ed the key factors dri-
ving events in this con fli ct - s c a rred co u n try, as well
as po s s i ble outcomes for current po l i tical initi a-
tive s . Am ong other issu e s , the parti c i p a n t s
to u ch ed on the ra n ge and dynamics of the pre s en t
con fli ct , its ef fects on Co l om bian insti tuti on s , t h e
co u n try ’s nei gh bors , as well as on the role of pow-
erful out s i de players , pri m a ri ly the Un i ted State s .
Upon defining these key factors ,p a rticipants iden-
ti f i ed a broad outline for futu re policy tow a rd s
Co l om bi a , wh i ch would safeg u a rd key U. S .i n ter-
e s t s , defin ed as an end to the con fli ct , po l i tical and
econ omic stabi l i ty in the regi on , and the su ppre s-
s i on of the drug trade . The fo ll owing report is
b a s ed on the informal and gen eral fin d i n gs of t h e
group and is therefore not a con s en sus doc u m en t .

s um m a ry
The Group discussions — over  h o u rs of m eet-
i n gs in April and May,     — covered many
a s pects of the Co l om bian dra m a . The cen tra l
t h emes that em er ge flowed from these ju d gem en t s :

• The Group iden ti fied no clear path to stabi l-
i ty / recovery in Co l om bi a . Ra t h er, the most likely
i m m ed i a te prognosis is for con ti nu ed fra gm en t a-
ti on of n a ti onal aut h ori ty.

• The U. S . Ad m i n i s tra ti on’s  . bi ll i on aid plan,
while po l i ti c a lly and sym bo l i c a lly nece s s a ry, i s
u n l i kely to con tri bute to a prom pt reversal of
Co l om bi a’s deteri ora ti on .A rej ecti on of that pack-
a ge co u l d ,h owever, accel era te that deteri ora ti on .

• Co l om bi a’s probl ems are con tri buting to
i n s t a bi l i ty in the broader An dean regi on and this

n ega tive spill over of the Co l om bian crisis is likely
to inten s i f y.

• The Pa s trana ad m i n i s tra ti on’s pe ace initi a-
tive s , while popular and commanding media and
d i p l om a tic intere s t , h ave not yet devel oped the
tracti on nece s s a ry to shape events on the gro u n d .

• The bo t tom line, t h erefore , is that the Un i ted
S t a tes has a sign i ficant interest in pursuing a lon g
term ef fort in Co l om bi a , wh i ch em ph a s i zes pe ace
making and re s tora ti on of govern m ent capac i ty
and aut h ori ty.

the scenarios
A nu m ber of p a rticipants felt that one of the sce-
n a ri o s , “ Im perfect Pe ace” (a gradual po l i ti c a l
i n tegra ti on of the rebels along with econ om i c
growth and a stabi l i z a ti on of the sec u ri ty situ a-
ti on) was too opti m i s tic and assu m ed a qu a l i ty
and capac i ty of l e adership not pre s ent in Co l om-
bi a . While “ De s cent into Order,” a situ a ti on
wh ere con ti nu ed instabi l i ty led to a Fu j i m ori -
s tyle govern m en t , h ad some ad h eren t s , o t h ers
a r g u ed that Co l om bia was too fra gm en ted a
co u n try to produ ce a cen tralizing aut h ori t a ri a n
l e aders h i p, as happen ed in Peru . The two rem a i n-
ing scen a ri o s ,“ Fra gm en t a ti on ,” wh i ch fore s ee s
the ste ady dismem berm ent of Co l om bia into
govern m en t - con tro ll ed citi e s , and ru ral pocket s
of con trol for the lef tist insu r gents and the para-
m i l i t a ri e s , and “ Pockets of Civi l i ty,” wh i ch envi-
s i ons the stren g t h ening of l ocal civil soc i ety, h ad a
nu m ber of su pporters . It was argued that Co l om-
bi a’s decen tra l i zed , perhaps even neo - feu d a l ,s ys-
tem of l ocal fiefdoms affiliated with arm ed
s ec u ri ty units was most con du c ive to a con ti nu ed
s l ow ero s i on of cen tral power. In this even t ,l oc a l
ru l ers could be ei t h er ben i gn or ga n i z a ti ons or
s el f - s erving gro u p s . In gen era l , the parti c i p a n t s
a greed that the four scen a rios covered the main
po s s i ble futu res for Co l om bi a .

The Institute for the Study of

Diplomacy of Georg e t own Unive r s i t y

launched the Schlesinger Wo r k i n g

G roup in 1999. This project is based on

a multi-year Working Group initiative

with a mandate to review and assess

a range of possible scenarios that con-

tain significant potential for stra t e g i c

surprise and for unanticipated o u t-

comes. The Schlesinger Wo r k i n g

G roup relies on a permanent “c o re

m e m b e r s h i p” of generalists from 

the policy-making and re s e a rch com-

munities and academia, who are

joined by some half dozen re s p e c t e d

authorities recruited for the re g i o n a l

or functional topic under considera-

tion. The meetings are chaired by

Schlesinger Professor of St ra t e g i c

Studies Dr. Chester Crocker and IS D

D i rector Professor Casimir Yost. 

In the Colombia project, IS D

e x p resses particular thanks to Michael

B rown, Myles Frechette, Ra n d y

Pherson, Brent Scowc roft, Michael

Shifter and Vi ron P. Vaky’, whose open-

ing remarks set the stage for the

discussion that followe d .

Aleksandar D. Jovovic is the Pro g ra m

Officer at the Institute for the Study of

D i p l o m a c y. He holds a Masters degre e

in International Relations from SAIS –

Johns Hopkins Unive r s i t y.

Schlesinger Working Group 

on Strategic Surprises



The evo luti on of events in Co l om bia over the
n ext ten to fif teen ye a rs wi ll most likely be deter-
m i n ed by the fo ll owing seven “d rivers” or key
forces for ch a n ge :

• Govern m ent Ca p ac i ty / Q u a l i ty of Le aders h i p
• The In su r gen cy—Its Na tu re , Un i ty, and Goa l s
• The Econ omy
• The Pa ra m i l i t a ri es —Th eir Ca p a bi l i ties and

G oa l s
• The Enga gem ent of Civil Soc i ety / Ex tent of

Na ti onal Wi ll to Re s o lve the Con fli ct
• The Im p act of the Drug Trade
• The Ex tent of Forei gn Enga gem en t

By va rying the impact of these drivers , four dis-
ti n ct scen a rios can be devel oped that de s c ri be a
broad ra n ge of a l tern a tive futu res for Co l om bi a .

Im perfe ct Pe a ce . This is the most opti m i s tic sce-
n a ri o, as the pe ace process takes hold bet ween the
G overn m ent and   i n su r gen t s , and later (sep-
a ra tely) with the    i n su r gen t s , while the para-
m i l i t a ries gradu a lly diminish in nu m bers and
i n f lu en ce . The pe ace is imperfect because  

remains in nominal con trol of p a rts of the sout h-
e a s t , and para m i l i t a ry and insu r gent splinter
groups con ti nue to opera te as bandits in som e
a re a s . The drug trade is redu ced but active . Th e
econ omy retu rns to its historic growth ra te s ,a n d
the govern m en t’s pru dent fiscal policies spur
m ore forei gn inve s tm ent and the rep a tri a ti on of
f l i ght capital. G overn m ent capac i ty is en h a n ced
by ex ternal aid and inve s tm ent flows , and the
po l i tical sys tem moves on a stabl e , reformist path.

De scent into Ord er. A dec ade of econ omic deteri-
ora ti on , a series of f a i l ed pe ace initi a tive s , grow-
ing crime and disorder, and guerri lla su ccess in
e s t a blishing an urban foothold spark growi n g
popular fru s tra ti on . Capital fli ght becomes more
pron o u n ced and many of the business el i te
dep a rt . Nei t h er of the two po l i tical parti e s
a ppe a rs capable of tu rning the ti de , and in a   

el ecti on a new coa l i ti on of ru ral el i te ,u rban mid-
dle cl a s s , and the military com bine forces to el ect
a non - trad i ti onal po l i tician on a law and order
p l a tform . The new pre s i dent uses the military
and po l i ce to drive the guerri llas out of the citi e s

at the cost of i n c re a s ed human ri ghts abu s e s . Th e
p a ra m i l i t a ries are co - opted and order is gradu a lly
re s tored to most pop u l a ted are a s . Su ch stron g -
a rm tactics reverse the ti de of el i te migra ti on and
s l owly rei nvi gora te the econ omy. Me a nwh i l e ,
Co l om bi a’s drug situ a ti on remains unabated and
U. S .i n flu en ce ebb s .

Po ckets of Civi l i ty. Co l om bia ex peri en ces cycles of
rel a tive pe ace and war wi t h o ut under going fun-
d a m ental reform or re s tru ctu ri n g. The we a k-
nesses and strengths of a ll the key players of fs et
e ach other, l e aving no party with a dec i s ive
adva n t a ge . Cen tral govern m ent aut h ori ty is fur-
t h er we a ken ed , l e ading to the em er gen ce of
“pocket s” of ef fective local govern a n ce in a
n a ti onal landscape marked by rising cri m e ,
i n su r gent vi o l en ce , and unch ecked para m i l i t a ry
force s . The govern m ent en ga ges some guerri ll a
groups in social and po l i tical ch a n ge while dri-
ving others to banditry. Un rem a rk a ble econ om i c
perform a n ce ex acerb a tes the govern m en t’s abi l-
i ty to but tress the military and ex tend key soc i a l
s ervi ces to many parts of the co u n try. Over ti m e ,
govern m ent aut h ori ty is incre a s i n gly ceded to
c ivil soc i ety. Less civil groups in soc i ety also pro s-
per including drug lord s , p a ra m i l i t a ri e s , a n d
c riminal gro u p s . The state’s con ti nu ed rel eva n ce
comes to depend on its abi l i ty to work ef fectively
with an em er ging panop ly of c ivic soc i ety actors .

Fra gm en t a ti o n . By    the govern m ent has
s t a ged a stra tegic retreat to the major citi e s - t h e
on ly areas it is sti ll capable of defen d i n g. A pe ace
a greem ent wi t h o ut disarm a m ent is con clu ded
with the  , but both the govern m ent and the
i n su r gents fail to commit the re s o u rces nece s s a ry
to implem ent it. The insu r gents take adva n t a ge of
the pe ace talks to re a rm . The insu r gency ex p a n d s
to urban areas but does not thre a ten Bogo t a . Th e
p a ra m i l i t a ries grow in stren g t h . Con ti nu i n g
i n s t a bi l i ty undermines econ omic perform a n ce .
By    the military is ex h a u s ted , the   is in
firm con trol of mu ch of the sout h , the para m i l i-
t a ries are con du cting a su ccessful dirty war
a gainst the    in the nort h , and the drug tra f-
f i ckers exert nominal con trol over many ru ra l
a re a s . Co l om bi a’s nei gh bors are alarm ed by the
growing lawlessness and fortify their borders . ■
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something old, something new

A com preh en s ive ex a m i n a ti on of the Co l om bi a n
c a s e , with an em phasis on po ten tial stra tegic su r-
prises and unanti c i p a ted outcom e s , requ i res a
solid understanding of Co l om bi a’s po l i tical and
econ omic back gro u n d . The po ten tial for a rad i c a l
shift is of ten bro u ght abo ut by a ch a n ge in cir-
c u m s t a n ce s ,h owever su bt l e . It is clear that nei-
t h er the current vi o l en ce , n or the co u n try ’s
ten dencies tow a rd decen tra l i z a ti on ,a re new ph e-
n om en a . Ex perts were qu i ck to point out that the
f i gh ting has been con ti nu o u s , with ebbs and
f l ows du ring the last five dec ade s . The lef t - l e a n-
ing rebels have been pre s ent for nearly three
dec ades (and were of fs h oots of an even older
gro u p, as one participant ex p l a i n ed ) . The pe ace
process itsel f has been a part of Co l om bian po l i t-
ical parl a n ce since the early ei gh ti e s .

Pol i tical and Economic Changes in Col o m bi a .
However, s everal factors or “d rivers” h ave actu a lly
ex peri en ced important ch a n ge . F i rs t , a nu m ber
of p a rticipants em ph a s i zed the strong econ om i c
down tu rn that has plagued Co l om bia in recen t
ye a rs . The on ce ste ady  to % annual   

growth has recen t ly been nega tive . This is joi n ed
by a worri s ome el i te exodu s , wh i ch stri kes at the
h e a rt of en trepren eu rs h i p, tax revenu e , and civi l
s oc i ety insti tuti on s . The recent su r ge in oil pri ce s
is not ex pected to fully amel i ora te the situ a ti on .
Secon d , the ex p l o s i on of d rug produ cti on and
trade ,s p a rked by an increase in U. S . - l ed dem a n d ,
and the su ccessful anti - n a rco tics campaigns in
n ei gh boring co u n tries (wh i ch shifted the trade to
Co l om bi a ) , h ave va s t ly incre a s ed the power and
i n f lu en ce of the narco tics indu s try. These cash
i n flows have ben efit ted the  , the larger lef t -
wing insu r gent group (who have , as a re su l t , been
m a rked the “b ad guys” by the U. S . ) , and the
p a ramilitaries from the right.

In re s ponse to the pre s ent spiral of vi o l en ce , a
gra s s roots civic movem ent call ed No Mas ( No
More) has taken to the streets in force ,c a lling for
an immed i a te end to the vi o l en ce . Al on gs i de
these popular sen ti m en t s , the pe ace process is
pre s en t ly bo l s tered by strong su pport from the
business com mu n i ty. F i n a lly, one spe a ker noted
that the cl i m a te of i n d i s c ri m i n a te danger has now
to u ch ed the el i te . This sparked a discussion on
the topic of p u blic order, with participants noti n g
that indiscri m i n a te vi o l en ce could lead to a co l-
lapse of pers onal sec u ri ty and the rule of l aw and
an end to cen tral insti tuti on s , l e aving citi zens to
rely on loc a l , i n form a l , or sel f - s tyl ed sec u ri ty
i n s ti tuti on s .

the protag o n i sts

As in any discussion on con fli ct , mu ch of the firs t
m eeting foc u s ed on the antagon i s t s ,t h eir goa l s
and capabi l i ti e s . In order to craft a su cce s s f u l
s tra tegy for dealing with Co l om bi a’s probl em s ,
p a rticipants first ex a m i n ed the internal we a k n e s s-
es of the Co l om bian state , and furt h er defin ed the
va ri ety of ch a ll en ges that both official Bogota and
Co l om bian soc i ety face . Pa rticipants em ph a s i zed
the com p l ex natu re of the current playing fiel d ,
but noted a nu m ber of f actors that could fo s ter a
s tra tegic shift in events in Co l om bi a . Perh a p s
what was most evi den t , to a nu m ber of the parti c-
i p a n t s , was the con certed govern m ent push for
pe ace , l ed by an ef fort to re ach out to the  

g u eri lla gro u p. Ot h ers ,h owever, n o ted that this
ef fort had not re su l ted in any su b s t a n tive ch a n ge
in the rebel gro u p’s po l i c i e s . An o t h er note of c a u-
ti on con cern ed the new Pa s trana ad m i n i s tra ti on ,
wh i ch was wel com ed with mu ch fanfare in
Co l om bia and abroad . S pe a kers noted that the
Pre s i dent is a cl ever, a l beit insti n ctive po l i ti c i a n ,
with little stra tegic vi s i on (the fact that the hasti ly
a n n o u n ced referen dum to “end corru pti on” m ay
h ave also we a ken ed Pa s tra n a’s reform agenda in
the Co l om bian Con gress be a rs wi tness to this),
and that he is pre s s ed by the looming end of h i s
term . However, the pre s ent ad m i n i s tra ti on co u l d
also be attem pting to re ach a partial agreem en t ,
l e aving furt h er work for after the    el ecti on s .
Even Co l om bi a’s po l i tical sys tem seems in cri s i s ,
with the trad i ti onal parties unable to ad a pt to the
tu rm oil the co u n try finds itsel fi n .

The Rebel s . The demands of the insu r gents broad-
ly revo lve around issues of s ocial wel f a re , econ om-
ic devel opm en t ,a gra rian and ju d i c i a ry reform ,
and reor ga n i z a ti on of the sec u ri ty force s . Howev-
er, the con fli ct in Co l om bia also has a pron o u n ced
terri torial com pon en t ,with the gueri llas vying for
con trol over local bu d gets and ad m i n i s tra ti on and
the ex p l oi t a ti on of n a tu ral re s o u rce s . Pa rti c i p a n t s
s pent con s i dera ble time analyzing the stra tegy of
the uncom promising and incre a s i n gly out - of -
to u ch lef tist insu r gen c y, the  , s i n ce its stance
could bode ill for the current pe ace proce s s . How-
ever, not everyone was equ a lly dismissive of t h e
g u eri ll a s . Some em ph a s i zed ef forts by the  ’s
l e adership to re ach out to the We s t , and the recen t
govern m en t - s pon s ored   tour of Eu rope ,a s
well as to the prob a bi l i ty that the   l e aders h i p,
m a ny of wh om are now el derly, m ay be wi lling to
com promise in exch a n ge for tangi ble re su l t s . Pa r-
ticipants also bro u ght up the issue of recent gov-
ern m ent con ce s s i on to the   , the small er
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Cu b a n - i n s p i red lef t - wing rebel gro u p, wh i ch
opera tes in the north of the co u n try. Si n ce late
Apri l , the    has been able to opera te with rel a-
tive freedom within a zone free of govern m en t
troops in the nort h , a small er vers i on of the  ’s
power base in the sout h .

Th ere was also some deb a te over pop u l a r
op i n i on on the lef t - wing insu r gen c y, with som e
arguing that its influ en ce has su f fered , while oth-
ers noted that this hom e - grown rebell i on
remains an important po l i ti c a l , as well as mili-
t a ry, f actor in Co l om bi a . In any even t , p a rti c i-
pants noted that the left wing rebell i on co u l d
su rvive even a com p l ete co llapse of t h eir su b s t a n-
tial dru g - trade rel a ted revenu e . Fu rt h erm ore , on e
p a rticipant even warn ed that “b ack w a rd n e s s”
m i ght not hamper the  , and that one stra te-
gic su rprise (with vi s i ons of the Taliban in
Afghanistan) was an outri ght vi ctory of the rebel
gro u p, an outcome not con s i dered plausible in
a ny of the four pre s en ted scen a ri o s .

The Pa ra m i l i t a ri e s . An o t h er factor that parti c i-
pants high l i gh ted was the recent upsu r ge of p a ra-
m i l i t a ry activi ty. Recent ef forts to cen tra l i ze these
d i s p a ra te ,l ocal groups could rad i c a lly ch a n ge the
o ut l ook for Co l om bi a . Th eir growing strength is
also both the cause and re sult of growing ten s i on s .
On one hand, p a ra m i l i t a ry pre s en ce in many ru ra l
a reas has re su l ted in kill i n gs and insec u ri ty. How-
ever, t h eir very ex i s ten ce is proof that Co l om bi a’s
s ec u ri ty forces are not able to provi de a mod i c u m
of s a fety in many of the co u n try ’s ru ral are a s . In
ad d i ti on , the para m i l i t a ries are of ten acc u s ed of
acting in con cert with the sec u ri ty force s ,p a rti c u-
l a rly the army. This fact is of ten cited as a re a s on
for withholding U. S .a s s i s t a n ce . But at the same
ti m e , the best way to break these links is by profe s-
s i onalizing the arm ed forces thro u gh U. S .a s s i s-
t a n ce progra m s . One participant ven tu red that
the para m i l i t a ries are gaining ad h erents in the
pop u l ace , as a second best opti on , in vi ew of gov-
ern m ent passivi ty or we a k n e s s .S ti ll , it seem ed to
m a ny that if this was tru e , it was a sign of gen era l
de s pera ti on with the sec u ri ty situ a ti on . Wi t h
these factors in mind, an increasing amount of
t h o u ght is being given to the po ten tial futu re ro l e
of the para m i l i t a ries in the pe ace proce s s .

The Cri m i n a l s . F i n a lly, mu ch talk cen tered on the
d rug trade . Yet , this activi ty was vi ewed more as a
s ocial and econ omic ph en om en on ,i n tern a ti on a l-
ly indu ced , ra t h er than as a po l i tical force in its
own ri gh t . In ad d i ti on , wi de s pre ad criminal activ-
i ty must not be simply pigeon h o l ed into the dru g

trade , s i n ce it would we a ken the nece s s a ry
re s pon s e .Co l om bia is becoming a haven for a va ri-
ety of i ll egal activi ti e s . These ill egal activi ties wi ll
not be stopped by army anti - n a rco tics battalion s ,
and are poi s ed to have a furt h er serious ef fect on
the cri m i n a l i z a ti on of the Co l om bian econ omy.

Al t h o u gh participants rem a i n ed skepti c a l
a bo ut the po s s i bi l i ty of an overa ll take - over of t h e
s t a te by criminal en terpri s e s , it was underl i n ed
that these groups do possess some of the attri b-
utes of s t a te power, at least in the sense that they
n eed not be con cern ed with legal con s traints that
c riminals in other states face . At the same ti m e ,i t
is true that the powerful indivi dual cartel s , su ch
as the ones in Cali and Medell i n , were recen t ly
de s troyed in an all - o ut con fli ct with the Co l om-
bian military. Un fortu n a tely, s m a ll er and more
f l ex i ble or ga n i z a ti ons grew in their wake . Th e s e
en terprises have su b s equ en t ly proven more
re s i l i ent and difficult to defe a t , thanks both to the
f act that they pre s ent a small er target for law
en forcem en t , and to their sheer nu m ber. How-
ever, the narco - m a f i a’s most powerful ally is the
l ef t - wing insu r gen c y, most prom i n en t ly the  ,
wh i ch con trols many of the drug producing are a s
in Co l om bi a . It is this bl end of c ri m i n a l i z a ti on
and civil war that has po s ed su ch a daunti n g
probl em to the Co l om bian govern m ent and the
i n tern a ti onal com mu n i ty, and has para ly zed U. S .
po l i c y - m a k i n g. Ot h er criminal activi ties su ch as
co u n terfei ting and intell ectual property ri gh t s
p i rac y, p a rti c u l a rly of s of t w a re and com p act
d i s c s , as well as other forms of com m ercial cri m i-
n a l i ty are likely to spre ad in Co l om bia as well .

It has become app a ren t , s everal parti c i p a n t s
u n derl i n ed , that simple interd i cti on and su ppre s-
s i on of the drug trade , a major com pon ent of t h e
U S - su pported Co l om bian govern m ent stra tegy
tow a rd ill egal narco tics is not en o u gh . The prob-
l ems of poverty, b ad govern a n ce , and unem p l oy-
m ent must be ad d re s s ed as well . The ef forts of t h e
Co l om bian govern m en t , and parti c u l a rly forei gn
a i d , must be aimed at the devel opm ent of a l ter-
n a tive crop s ,i n c re a s ed po l i tical parti c i p a ti on and
land red i s tri buti on , wh i ch would to some ex ten t
also ad d ress some of the con cerns of the lef t - wi n g
i n su r gen c y.

the outs i d e rs
All the participants seem ed to share the op i n i on
that the crucial out s i de player in the Co l om bi a n
con text was the Un i ted State s . The Eu rope a n s
h ave also become invo lved in the search for pe ace ,
as has the Un i ted Na ti on s , wh i ch has establ i s h ed a
s pecial field of f i ce for the pe ace process in Co l om-
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bi a . Al on gs i de these actors ,p a rticipants high l i gh t-
ed the influ en ce of Co l om bi a’s nei gh bors ,p a rti c-
u l a rly in re s pect to the anti - i n su r gency campaign ,
and po ten tial cro s s - border con f l i ct , but also the
m i gra ti on and ref u gee issues that they gen era te .
While it was noted that border forti f i c a ti on was
an opti on for some of Co l om bi a’s nei gh bors
(Ven e z u ela is said to have con cen tra ted a third of
its military along the border ) , Bra z i l ’s rem o te bor-
der could not be defen ded in the same fashion . To
the nort h , Pa n a m a ,l acking a strong military, a n d
its stra tegic canal could be en d a n gered by gueri ll a
forays from within Co l om bi a .

Pa rticipants unanimously noted that the dru g
trade , and therefore a large segm ent of revenu e
for both the   and many of the para m i l i t a ri e s ,
was a dem a n d - rel a ted ph en om en a , almost to t a lly
gen era ted by the Un i ted State s . And it is prec i s ely
the Un i ted States that must deal with or dec re a s e
this demand if the tap of n a rco tics funds is to be
tu rn ed of f . In accord a n ce with the Work i n g
Gro u p’s focus on the broader con f l i ct and the
pe ace proce s s ,t h ere was little discussion on trad i-
ti onal and current tactics of dealing with the dru g
trade , su ch as crop du s ting and co u n ter narco ti c s
field opera ti on s .

A more discussed aspect of U. S . - Co l om bi a n
rel a ti ons was propo s ed U. S .a i d , wh i ch is part of a
l a r ger Co l om bi a n - propo s ed pack a ge en com-
p a s s ed under the Pa s trana ad m i n i s tra ti on’s Pl a n
Col o m bi a . Th ere was deb a te abo ut the likely
i m p act of this aid pack a ge , wh i ch unders cored
d i f ferent vi ews of the strength and ef f i c i ency of
Co l om bi a’s em b a t t l ed arm ed forces and po l i ce ,a s
well as what the true goal of the aid pack a ge was:
to ach i eve a military balance or an outri ght gov-
ern m ent vi ctory. However, t h ere seem ed to be
broad agreem ent that the aid pack a ge would affect
pre s ent con d i ti ons and that any del ay or seri o u s
w a teri n g - down of the U. S . aid pack a ge could do
i rrep a ra ble damage to the Pa s trana Ad m i n i s tra-
ti on and the current pe ace proce s s . The U. S .
Ad m i n i s tra ti on must make a convincing case that
aid should be used to re s tore civil soc i ety and pub-
lic order and therefore influ en ce the pe ace
proce s s , not just the drug trade ,s i n ce Co l om bi a’s
probl ems stem from a mu l ti - s i ded civil con f l i ct ,
not the produ cti on of i ll egal narco ti c s . In gen era l ,
most participants su pported the aid pack a ge , yet
n o ted that its size , as well as the amount of l i qu i d
funds it invo lve s , were gre a t ly ex a ggera ted amon g
the Co l om bian pop u l ace . It was also noted that
aid is not a stra tegy in itsel f ; it is a tool servi n g
overa ll policy that could and should be su pp l e-
m en ted by a nu m ber of o t h er el em en t s .

The Col o m bi a’s Nei gh b o rs and Regional Securi ty.
Pa rticipants ex p l a i n ed that Co l om bi a’s pred i c a-
m ent is in some re s pects a re sult of recent su cce s s-
es of its nei gh bors . Th eir forceful erad i c a ti on of
n a rco tics produ cti on (along with the defeat of
l ocal insu r gen c i e s , most notably Peru’s Shining
Path gueri llas) moved mu ch of the ill egal dru g
produ cti on to the ju n gles of Co l om bi a . In deed ,
these co u n tries appear to be in com peti ti on for
l i m i ted U. S .f u n d s . Iron i c a lly, E c u ador and Peru’s
i m pre s s ive vi ctories may carry with them unan-
ti c i p a ted side ef fect s . Th ey, a l ong with Co l om bi a’s
n ei gh bors to the west and nort h , Ven e z u ela and
Pa n a m a ,n ow face increasing instabi l i ty gen era ted
by Co l om bi a , su ch as ref u gee flows ,g u eri lla cro s s -
border incurs i on s , and slowing of regi onal eco-
n omic devel opm en t . Th i s , s everal parti c i p a n t s
n o ted , is also a re sult of a fra gm en ted and haph a z-
a rd approach to the war on the su pp ly of i ll ega l
n a rco ti c s ,s pon s ored by the U. S .

Co l om bi a’s geo - po l i tical import a n ce was du ly
n o ted by several parti c i p a n t s , gra ph i c a lly ex-
p l a i n ed by the statem ent that Co l om bia is not
Ha i ti , and therefore cannot be con t a i n ed or sim-
p ly ign ored and all owed to slowly dissolve into
ch a o s . Fu rt h er instabi l i ty in Co l om bia thre a ten s
not on ly the physical sec u ri ty of its nei gh bors , but
also deals a disheartening bl ow to the con cept of
dem oc racy in the An des at a crucial mom en t .E co-
n omic and po l i tical instabi l i ty in Ecuador, el ec-
toral tu rm oil in Peru , and recent po l i tical convu l-
s i ons in Ven e z u ela can on ly be furt h er inten s i fied
by a co llapse of the Co l om bian state . If even t s
deteri ora te furt h er, Co l om bia could becom e ,a s
one participant stated ,a “So uth Am erican Con go,”
a fra gm en ted state ex porting con fli ct to a de s t a bi-
l i zed regi on . Pa rticipants con clu ded by voi c i n g
t h eir con cern that the su ccessful em p l oym ent of
vi o l en ce , by the narco - tra f f i ckers ,p a ra m i l i t a ri e s
and gueri ll a s , could set an unfortu n a te preceden t
for the whole regi on .

Wa s h i n g to n . Pa rticipants noted that recent Con-
gre s s i onal dec i s i ons may make or break U. S .aid for
Co l om bi a . The U. S . con tri buti on for the Pa s tra n a
Ad m i n i s tra ti on’s com preh en s ive Plan Col o m bi a
n ow appe a rs to be on the ver ge of being over-
wh el m ed by deb a te that unex pectedly interru pted
what many thought would be a strong bi p a rti s a n
acti on su pporting the ever- popular war aga i n s t
i ll egal dru gs . Yet , as proof that indivi dual cases
cannot be ex a m i n ed thro u gh a narrow pri s m ,t h e
fortunes of U. S . aid to Co l om bia have been ham-
pered by a wi de va ri ety of dom e s tic po l i tical con-
s i dera ti on s , co u p l ed with the lack of a co h eren t
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U. S . s tra tegy tow a rds the drug trade , hu m a n
ri ghts and sec u ri ty con cerns in Co l om bi a .

Iron i c a lly, the ex pected bi p a rtisan su pport
tu rn ed into a con certed bi p a rtisan ef fort to slow
or con d i ti on U. S . aid to Co l om bi a . The aid pack-
a ge , the on ly tangi ble levera ge the U. S .h o l d s , mu s t
n ow be ex a m i n ed alon gs i de the open - en ded U. S .
com m i tm ent to pe ace keeping in Ko s ovo, a n d
s trong re s erva ti ons by some in Con gress and the
   com mu n i ty abo ut the ef f i c acy and beh avi or
of the Co l om bian arm ed force s , and their infor-
mal ties with the ri gh t - wing para m i l i t a ri e s . Sever-
al participants noted that the growing con f ron t a-
ti on bet ween the Cl i n ton Wh i te House and
Rep u blican Con gre s s i onal leaders is also hamper-
ing prom pt dec i s i on - m a k i n g. In deed , even the
u r gency of aid for Co l om bia has come into qu e s-
ti on , with some in Con gress feeling that su ch a
l a r ge step should be left to a new Ad m i n i s tra ti on .
It seem ed evi dent to most participants that these
del ays could not on ly erode the amount of m on ey
e a rm a rked for Co l om bi a , but could so ch a n ge its
s h a pe and ch a racter that its ef f i c acy and impact
on events on the ground in Co l om bia could be
b adly damaged .

It needs to be noted that the con f u s i on this
i s sue has gen era ted is also a produ ct of s h i f ti n g
percepti ons of n a ti onal sec u ri ty and U. S . pri ori-
ti e s . The failu re to pre s ent events in Co l om bia as
d i rect ly impacting the Un i ted States could en d a n-
ger its com m i tm ent to stabi l i ty in the co u n try and
the wi der regi on . Yet , aid for Co l om bia seem s
wed ded to the “d rug war,” n egl ecting the overa r-
ching regi onal sec u ri ty aspect for fear of o utri gh t
Con gre s s i onal rej ecti on . Pa rticipants also noted
the app a rent lack of con su l t a ti on bet ween the
Cl i n ton and Pa s trana ad m i n i s tra ti on s , with the
form er warning of a po ten tial co llapse of dem oc-
ra tic govern a n ce in Co l om bi a , and the latter firm-
ly proclaiming the strong creden tials of Co l om-
bi a’s dem oc ra tic insti tuti ons du ring a recent vi s i t
to Wa s h i n g ton . Perhaps these statem ents parti a lly
ref l ect an uncert a i n ty among officials on how to
pre s ent the aid pack a ge to Con gress and the U. S .
p u blic — as throwing a life jacket to a deep ly shak-
en nei gh bor and ally, or a wise inve s tm ent in
s tren g t h ening anti n a rco tics en forcem en t . Skepti c s
also qu e s ti on the su s t a i n a bi l i ty of aid to Co l om-
bi a ,c ri ticism wh i ch is stren g t h en ed by Ad m i n i s-
tra ti on decl a ra ti ons that the aid is a one time de a l .

In dec i s i on in Wa s h i n g ton is furt h ered by the
l egacy of Vi etn a m , and the fear of s ome that fur-
t h er U. S .i nvo lvem ent (now at the official level of
co u n ter- n a rco tics training) could lead to an
open - en ded “s l i ppery slope” en ga gem en t , s e a-

s on ed with mem ories of ju n gle warf a re and
Am erican casu a l ti e s . In ad d i ti on , recent U. S .m i l-
i t a ry en ga gem ent in purely civilian hu m a n i t a ri a n
work (con s tru cti on of i n f ra s tru ctu re in a small
vi ll a ge) caused a con s i dera ble backlash amon g
the Co l om bian publ i c .

S ti ll , it needs to be noted that the Co l om bi a n
s t a te is sti ll vi a bl e , and that the Un i ted States need
not en ga ge in nati on - bu i l d i n g, but “s t a te -
s tren g t h en i n g,” an en de avor both Wa s h i n g ton
and the wi der intern a ti onal com mu n i ty have had
m ore su ccess in. And after all , mu ch progress has
been made in put ting Co l om bia on the rad a r, a n d
t h erefore making it a first ti er con cern for the
policy com mu n i ty in the U. S . In ad d i ti on ,p a rti c-
ipants rem i n ded , the Un i ted States has had som e
su ccess in the regi on , most notably in El Sa lvador,
wh ere they were able to su pport a regi on a lly -
s pon s ored nego ti a ted end to the civil war. Yet ,
both the Ad m i n i s tra ti on and Con gress seem hes-
itant to even en tertain the po s s i bi l i ty that the tru e
probl em Co l om bia faces is one of i n su r gen c y, a
probl em that cannot be ef fectively dealt wi t h
t h ro u gh a co s t ly but limited anti - n a rco tics cam-
p a i gn . Pa rticipants hit home the noti on that this
grave miscon cepti on could ulti m a tely doom U. S .
s tra tegy for Co l om bi a ,h a m pering the co u n try ’s
ef forts to regain stabi l i ty and en d a n ger U. S .i n ter-
ests in the regi on .

i n t e r n ational support 
for the pe ace process

With these issues in mind, p a rticipants su gge s ted
the form a ti on of a “ Fri ends of Co l om bi a” c i rcle of
con cern ed co u n tri e s , perhaps with UN su pport ,
wh i ch could guide and advise the current pro t a g-
onists in Co l om bi a , in an ef fort to rei n trodu ce
s t a bi l i ty to the regi on . Eu ropean moves to be-
come more invo lved , as well as the upcom i n g
So uth Am erican Su m m i t , to be hosted by Bra z i l ,
were also noted as po s i tive step s . Several parti c i-
pants furt h er discussed the atti tu des of Co l om-
bians and other So uth Am ericans tow a rd U. S .
po l i c i e s , and con clu ded that the prevailing op i n-
i on was one of a m biva l en ce . Pa radox i c a lly, c i ti-
zens of this regi on fear both po ten tial U. S . acti on
and inacti on . Ot h er su gge s ti ons inclu ded the
n eed , first and forem o s t , for coopera ti on bet ween
the con cern ed out s i de actors (both from the
regi on and beyon d ) . In ad d i ti on , the Co l om bi a n s
t h em s elves need to improve military and po l i ce
coopera ti on with their nei gh bors , in order to
a s su re that border policing is ef fective and doe s
not just send insu r gents and drug tra f f i ckers
s c u rrying ac ross another fron ti er.
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the bot tom line: 
rescuing the pe ace process

In cl o s i n g, the discussion poi n ted to a nu m ber of
f actors that could indu ce unanti c i p a ted out-
com e s . F i rst and forem o s t , p a rticipants noted
that the wi n dow for pe ace was open at pre s en t ,
but prob a bly not for lon g. Time would play a key
role in futu re even t s , wh et h er to pre s su re the Pa s-
trana govern m ent and the insu r gen t s , or as a fac-
tor in the ste ady fra gm en t a ti on of cen tral state
a ut h ori ty. However, events in Co l om bia wi ll not
n ece s s a ri ly unfold in a linear fashion , and rever-
sals or long peri ods of s t a n d s ti ll should be ex-
pected . The rising levels of vi o l en ce co u p l ed wi t h
a t t acks on the el i te , and the gen eral bre a k down of
p u blic order, a re also po ten tial causes of a stra te-
gic su rpri s e . The ambiguous and difficult to
a n ti c i p a te beh avi or of the Pa s trana ad m i n i s tra-
ti on , the isolated gueri lla movem ents and the dis-
u n i ted para m i l i t a ries also play a ro l e . Ot h er
c rucial factors inclu de the drug trade ,i n flu en ced
by the vo l a tile U. S .d rug market , Co l om bi a’s oi l
depen dent econ omy, as well as the acti ons of t h e
co u n try ’s nei gh bors . As a re sult of this com p l ex
web of com pon en t s , Co l om bia finds itsel f at a
c ro s s road s , ri fe with unanti c i p a ted outcom e s .

Co l om bia itsel f wi ll need to em b a rk on a sys-
tem a tic co u rse of reform s , ra n ging from
e s t a blishing bet ter govern a n ce , ru ral em power-
m en t , and altern a tive devel opm ent to the
profe s s i on a l i z a ti on of its arm ed force s , p a rti c i-
pants con clu ded . The co u n try de s pera tely need s
a su s t a i n a ble pe ace set t l em en t , wh i ch wi ll ad d re s s
the legi ti m a te con cerns of the rebel s , but end the
vi o l en ce and lawl e s s n e s s ,p ut a stop to the cri m i-
n a l i z a ti on of Co l om bian soc i ety and red re s s
econ omic probl em s . The insu r gents must be
bro u ght to the tabl e , even if this means inten s i-
f ying the con fli ct in the short term , e s pec i a lly in
vi ew of the  ’s incre a s i n gly arrogant and abu-
s ive atti tu de , wh i ch may have been fuel ed by

govern m ent con ce s s i on s . The Co l om bian gov-
ern m ent needs to deal with the rebels from a
po s i ti on of s trength and test the    and  ’s
true inten ti ons tow a rds their soc i o - econ om i c
a genda thro u gh the pe ace talks, while ret a i n i n g
the opti on of i n c reasing military pre s su re if t h e
g u eri llas fail to del iver. The drug trade , for its
p a rt , must also be dealt with as a dem a n d - rel a ted
econ omic ph en om en a , whose roots lie in the
voracious appeti te of the U. S . n a rco tics market
and poverty in ru ral Co l om bi a . The para m i l i-
t a ries must be rei gn ed in or coopted into the
l egal sec u ri ty force s . While some of the re a s on s
for their ex i s ten ce can be unders tood , or even
ju s ti f i ed , t h eir tactics cannot be to l era ted . Th e
on ly way to end the vi o l en ce is to tru ly profe s-
s i on a l i ze the arm ed force s , whose lack lu s ter
perform a n ce has fuel ed skeptics in Co l om bia and
a broad , most notably in the U. S . However, bl ock-
ing aid or distancing the sec u ri ty forces due to
u n den i a ble human ri ghts vi o l a ti ons on ly avoi d s
the probl em , it does not solve it.

The Un i ted States must begin to act like a
su perpower, ack n owl ed ging the fact that the tu r-
m oil in Co l om bia is a re sult of a long and com-
p l ex arm ed stru ggle bet ween insu r gents and the
govern m ent — and is therefore a qu e s ti on of
regi onal and hem i s ph eric sec u ri ty, and not a
ch a pter in the “war against dru gs .” Th erefore ,
p a rticipants underl i n ed that U. S . aid needs to be
fort h com i n g, not on ly to the sec u ri ty force s , but
also to the govern m en t , c ivil soc i ety and the
econ omy as a wh o l e . U. S . policy on human ri gh t s ,
d ru gs , and sec u ri ty must be tra n s form ed into a
co h erent and su s t a i n a ble stra tegy tow a rd s
Co l om bia and the wi der regi on . To ach i eve the
goal of h elping Co l om bia pick the ri ght path, as it
stands at the cro s s road s , the Un i ted States wi ll
h ave to harness not on ly its dru g - f i gh ting abi l i-
ti e s , but its diplom a tic and con f l i ct re s o luti on
s k i ll s , and intell i gen ce and military po ten ti a l s . ■
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The In s ti tute for the Stu dy of Di p l om acy (ISD),
fo u n ded in  , is part of G eor getown Un ivers i ty ’s
E d mund A . Walsh Sch ool of Forei gn Servi ce and is
the Sch oo l ’s pri m a ry wi n dow on the world of t h e
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ISD studies the practi ti on er ’s cra f t : h ow diplo-
mats and other forei gn affairs profe s s i onals su cceed
and the lessons to be learn ed from their su cce s s e s
and failu re s . In s ti tute programs focus parti c u l a r
a t ten ti on on the forei gn policy proce s s : h ow dec i-
s i ons are made and implem en ted . ISD con du cts its

programs thro u gh a small staff and re s i dent and
n on re s i dent assoc i a te s . As s oc i a te s , who inclu de U. S .
and forei gn govern m ent officials and other forei gn
a f f a i rs practi ti on ers , a re det a i l ed to or affiliated
with the In s ti tute for a year or more .

The In s ti tute’s immed i a te con s ti tu ency is
G eor getown stu den t s . ISD staff and assoc i a tes te ach
co u rs e s , or ga n i ze lectu res and discussion s ,m en tor
s tu den t s , and parti c i p a te on univers i ty com m i t tee s .
I S D’s larger con s ti tu ency is the broader ac adem i c
and policy com mu n i ty. The In s ti tute re aches this
group thro u gh its con feren ce s , working gro u p s ,
p u bl i c a ti on s , and re s e a rch activi ti e s .


