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Efforts to bring Colombia’s long-running
internal armed conflict to an end through
political negotiations continued to face major
obstacles in 2006. In August, the government
of President Álvaro Uribe Vélez succeeded in
demobilizing the last contingent of fighters of
the United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia
(AUC), the principal paramilitary coalition.
That brought to a total of 31,671 the number
of men and women demobilized as a result of
the peace talks with the government that
began in July 2003.2 This singular accomplish-
ment was diminished throughout the year,
however, by disputes with paramilitary leaders
over the terms of their demobilization and by
scandals highlighting the AUC’s continued
involvement in assassinations, drug-trafficking,
and infiltration of government institutions,
including the security and intelligence appara-
tus and the legislature.

Meanwhile, hopes that a modest rap-
prochement with the largest guerrilla group,
the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia
(FARC), would lead to an exchange of
hostages held by the FARC for prisoners held
by the government were dashed in late
October; President Uribe suspended the con-
versations after blaming the FARC for a car-
bombing at the war college in Bogotá that
injured close to two dozen people. At the same

time, government negotiators and guerrilla
commanders of the smaller National
Liberation Army (ELN) continued to meet in
Havana, Cuba. Despite an atmosphere of
goodwill and high expectations, the two sides
appeared to remain far apart on the actual con-
tent of the negotiating agenda as well as
whether or not the opening of formal talks
would be conditioned on a cease-fire.

THE AUC P



of provisions deemed too lenient toward the paramil-
itaries and too compromising of the principle of jus-
tice in the midst of the search for peace. For example,
the Court tightened the penalties and consequences
for lying to prosecutors about past involvement in
atrocities and other crimes, extended the amount of
time for government prosecutors to carry out inves-
tigations of paramilitary leaders, and ruled that, in
addition to returning illegally-obtained assets, para-
militaries could be required to pay reparations to vic-
tims out of legally-acquired wealth.4 AUC leaders
denounced the Court’s ruling—which was not made
public until July—as a “mortal blow to the peace
process,” implicitly threatening to withdraw from the
process if the Court’s more stringent interpretation of
the Justice and Peace Law held.5

In an attempt to keep the AUC demobilization
moving forward, the government tried, on the one
hand, to accommodate AUC leaders’ protests while,
on the other, not appearing overly sympathetic to
their demands. As an example of the former, a
leaked government draft of a decree to implement
the Justice and Peace Law reportedly proposed that
paramilitary commanders be permitted to serve as

much of two-thirds of any jail sentences on their
farms, rather than in prison.6 The U.S. Embassy in
Colombia was also reported to have objected to an
early draft, saying that it would amount to a “legal
pardon” for paramilitaries involved in narco-traf-
ficking.7 As an example of the tougher strategy, and
to bolster the credibility of the process in the eyes of
Colombian and international public opinion,
President Uribe in August 2006 ordered the deten-
tion of senior paramilitary commanders and once
again raised the specter that those who failed to
comply with the terms of demobilization would
face extradition to the United States.8 Fifty-nine
commanders who were detained or who had turned
themselves in were transferred to a prison outside
Medellín late in the year. One paramilitary leader—
Vicente Castaño, accused of the murder of his
brother, long-time AUC leader Carlos Castaño—
remained at large as of this writing.

Throughout 2006, persistent doubts were raised
about the re-armament of demobilized paramili-
taries, their involvement in organized crime, and
the penetration by paramilitary groups of govern-
ment institutions and the legal economy. Reports of
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the Organization of American States’ Mission to
Support the Peace Process (MAPP-OEA) issued in
March and August 2006 pointed to the re-grouping
of demobilized paramilitaries in criminal bands, as
well as the appearance of new armed actors or the
strengthening of existing ones in zones of previous
paramilitary activity. In March 2006 the Mission
identified three principal concerns:

1. the regrouping of demobilized combatants into
criminal gangs that control specific communities
and illegal economic activities;

2. holdouts who have not demobilized; [and]

3. the emergence of new armed players and/or the
strengthening of those that already existed in
areas abandoned by demobilized groups.9

The OAS expressed similar concern in its August
report, pointing to the reappearance of armed
groups presenting themselves as a “‘new generation
of paramilitarism’”10 Meanwhile, Colombia’s Office
of the People’s Defender (Defensoría del Pueblo) con-
cluded in an unpublished report that hundreds of
paramilitaries had formed at least ten new gangs
since the beginning of 2006, calling themselves such
names as the “Red Eagles” and the “Black Eagles,”
and engaging in drug trafficking and other forms of
criminal activity.11

Some of the most damning evidence of paramil-
itary duplicity in the peace process emerged from a
seized laptop computer belonging to paramilitary
leader Rodrigo Tovar (alias “Jorge 40”). According
to police reports leaked to the press, the computer

detailed cocaine smuggling routes; the names of
sympathetic members of the Congress, the military,
and the police; and Tovar’s involvement in ordering
the murder of 558 trade unionists, shopkeepers, and
suspected guerrilla sympathizers in northern
Colombia. The computer also contained e-mail
messages written by Tovar in which he instructed
his troops to recruit peasants to pose as demobiliz-
ing fighters, thereby feigning compliance with the
peace process without disarming his actual fighters.12

These disclosures were preceded by equally
damning accusations that members of Colombia’s
domestic intelligence service known as the
Department of Administrative Security (DAS) had
collaborated with paramilitary and organized crime
groups, tipping them off about ongoing police or
military investigations, providing them with infor-
mation about targets for intimidation or assassina-
tion, and interfering in congressional and presiden-
tial elections.13 In October 2005, Uribe had accept-
ed the resignation of DAS director Jorge Noguera,
who had served as regional coordinator for Uribe’s
presidential campaign on the Atlantic coast in 2002,
in light of allegations of paramilitary infiltration of
the intelligence service.14 Colombia’s Procuraduría
General (Inspector General) filed disciplinary charges
against Noguera in November 2006, accusing him of
sharing intelligence information with paramilitary
leaders and of diverting public funds for personal
enrichment.15 Noguera was also accused by a former
associate of organizing massive vote fraud on Uribe’s
behalf during the 2002 presidential elections.16

In what appeared to be a burgeoning scandal,
judicial authorities acted in November 2006 on evi-
dence gathered by Colombia’s Supreme Court
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9. OAS, “Sixth Quarterly Report of the Secretary General to the Permanent Council on the Mission to Support the Peace Process in
Colombia (MAPP-OEA), March 1, 2006, p. 6.

10. OEA, “Séptimo informe trimestral del Secretario General al Consejo Permanente sobre la Misión de Apoyo al Proceso de Paz en
Colombia (MAPP-OEA), 30 de agosto de 2006, p. 6.

11. Reuters, “Ex-Paramilitaries Form Crime Gangs in Colombia,” NYTimes.com, July 31, 2006. See also, “Las ‘Águilas negras’, grupo confor-
mado por desmovilizados de las autodefensas, ya azotan 5 regiones,” El Tiempo, October 31, 2006; and International Crisis Group, Uribe’s
Re-Election: Can the EU Help Colombia Develop a More Balanced Peace Strategy? Latin American Report No. 17, June 8, 2006, pp. 4–8.

12. Colombia’s leading daily El Tiempo published the first leaks of an investigative report regarding the files on Tovar’s computer. See also,
Hugh Bronstein, “Colombian warlord incriminated by his own laptop,” Reuters, October 13, 2006.

13. See, for example, “Uribe dice que no hubo fraude en su campaña,” and “Qué hacer con el DAS?” Semana, April 4, 2006 and April 22,
2006, respectively, http://www.semana.com. In 2005, Semana columnist Claudia López demonstrated that in three departments with a
strong paramilitary presence (Cesar, Magdalena, and Bolívar), congressional candidates supported by the paramilitaries received from 80
to 90 percent of the total vote.

14. After being removed from the DAS, Noguera was named Consul in Milan.
15. “Cargos a ex jefe policial colombiano,” BBCMundo.com, November 16, 2006.
16. The accusations were made by former DAS Information Chief Rafael García, convicted and sentenced in late 2006 on a number of

corruption and other charges relating to his tampering with DAS files on several narco-traffickers.

 



regarding paramilitary infiltration of the Congress.
Two senators and one deputy, all of them members
of parties forming part of President Uribe’s coali-
tion, were arrested on charges of conspiring with
paramilitary groups; one of the senators, Álvaro
García Romero, was charged additionally with
“organizing, promoting, arming, and financing”
paramilitary groups in the department of Sucre.17

Some of the evidence against all three reportedly
had been obtained from “Jorge 40’s” seized comput-
er. Six other pro-Uribe lawmakers were called for
questioning by the Supreme Court in December.

The investigations and charges reflected, on the
one hand, an invigorated effort by the office of
Colombia’s attorney general and the Supreme Court
to prosecute members of the political elite for collab-
orating with paramilitary groups. On the other hand,
the charges appeared to confirm what has long been
alleged but few have documented: that paramilitarism
in Colombia is a phenomenon far deeper than its mil-
itary apparatus, penetrating Colombia’s political, eco-
nomic, and institutional life. How close, if at all, the
scandal will come to President Uribe himself remains
to be seen. But senior officials, notably Attorney
General Mario Iguarán, have not shied from compar-
ing the current crisis to the Proceso 8000, the investi-
gation of former President Ernesto Samper for having
accepted campaign funds from the Cali drug traffick-
ing cartel in 1994. The controversy dogged Samper
during most of his presidency and led the United
States to revoke his visa. The paramilitary scandal,
according to Iguarán, is worse.18

TALKS WITH THE FARC

A softening of positions by the Uribe government
and the FARC regarding the possibility of negotiat-
ing a “humanitarian exchange” led to guarded opti-
mism that talks between the government and the
guerrillas might resume and bear limited fruit. For its
part, the government agreed to accept a proposal
advanced in December 2005 by the governments of

France, Spain, and Switzerland for a small demilita-
rized zone in Valle del Cauca, to be verified by the
international community, in which 62 hostages held
by the FARC could be exchanged for some number
of FARC prisoners in Colombian or U.S. govern-
ment jails. The FARC, meanwhile, modified its posi-
tion of refusing any dialogue with the Uribe govern-
ment, and, after staging attacks to disrupt the March
2006 legislative elections, did not attempt to violent-
ly disrupt the May 2006 presidential elections, calling
instead for people to vote against Uribe. While the
FARC continued to insist on pre-conditions for talks
that were unacceptable to the Uribe government—
the demilitarization of the departments of Caquetá
and Putumayo, for example—the mere fact that it
modified its categorical rejection of dialogue was
interpreted by some analysts and government officials
as a sign of hope (and by others as a sign of the
FARC’s military and political weakness).19

The success of earlier hostage-for-prisoner
exchanges with the FARC, most notably in 1997
and 2001 during the governments of Ernesto
Samper and Andrés Pastrana, respectively, raised
expectations that an additional humanitarian accord
might be possible. Speculation about an exchange
focused most heavily on several high-profile
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down on the question of a rescue mission in the face
of congressional and public protest, including from
the families of the hostages. But he asked the guer-
rillas for a concrete demonstration of good faith, not
just a declaration posted on its website, that it was
interested in a humanitarian exchange. At the time
of this writing in late 2006, future movement
appeared uncertain.

PEACE TALKS WITH THE ELN21

Direct talks between government negotiators and
military commanders of the ELN showed signs of
greater promise. The Uribe administration appeared
especially eager to demonstrate flexibility in the
talks, in part, it seemed, to offset criticism of the
peace process with the AUC. The ELN, meanwhile,
significantly weakened militarily, seemed keen on
preserving political space, including by calling for a
broad electoral alliance with the Liberal Party and
the left alliance known as the Polo Democrático
(Democratic Pole) in advance of Colombia’s March
2006 legislative and municipal elections.

Four rounds of preliminary meetings in Havana,
Cuba, between December 2005 and October 2006—
some of which were witnessed by members of the
international community and by Colombia’s Civilian
Facilitating Commission22—appeared to produce sig-
nificant advances in terms of confidence-building but
fewer gains in terms of actual substance. ELN com-
manders made clear, for example, that the goal of
peace talks was more than demobilization and disar-
mament, the formula offered to the AUC as well as to
Colombian guerrilla movements in years past, but
rather, a broader set of political and socio-economic
transformations. And while the Uribe government
agreed to sit down for preliminary talks with the mil-
itary leadership of the ELN in the absence of a cease-
fire, High Commissioner for Peace Luis Carlos
Restrepo made clear that any eventual opening of for-
mal negotiations would be contingent on the declara-
tion of a cessation of hostilities.23 The fourth round of
talks concluded in Havana in late October 2006 with

an agreement between the two sides to meet again,
but with no concrete advances on questions such as
forced displacement, amnesty for imprisoned ELN
combatants, or a cease-fire.

Substantive progress was made, however, on the
question of removing land-mines from conflictive
areas in order to reduce civilian casualties. Following
a meeting with members of Colombia’s National
Civilian Facilitating Commission, and apparently
without consulting with government peace negotia-
tors, ELN commanders announced their willingness
to cooperate in a de-mining initiative in the town of
Samaniego, Nariño, near the Ecuadorean border.
Such an initiative had been promoted by a
European non-governmental organization funded
by the Swiss government and the European Union,
as well as through the efforts of Colombia’s National
Reconciliation and Reparations Commission.
According to the NGO Llamado de Ginebra (Call of
Geneva), some 1,150 Colombians were killed or
wounded by anti-personnel mines in 2005, almost
40 percent of them civilians.24

* * *

The status of peace talks with all three of Colombia’s
irregular armed groups—the AUC, the FARC, and
the ELN—was the subject of a forum held at the
Woodrow Wilson Center on March 27, 2006, just
days after Colombia’s municipal and legislative elec-
tions. The participants included distinguished
Colombian analysts as well as representatives of the
Colombian and U.S. governments: Alfredo Rangel,
president of the Fundación Seguridad y Democracia;
León Valencia of the Fundación Nuevo Arco Iris,
columnist for El Tiempo and a demobilized ELN com-
batant; Padre Darío Echeverri, secretary-general of the
National Conciliation Commission (CCN) and
member of the Peace Commission of the Catholic
Church; Jaime Bermúdez, Office of the Presidency,
Government of Colombia; and David Henifin, deputy
director for Andean Affairs, U.S. Department of State.
Their revised statements appear below.

21. See also Andrés Valencia Benavides, “The Peace Process in Colombia with the ELN: The Role of Mexico,” Cynthia J. Arnson, ed.,
Latin American Program Special Report, March 2006.

22. The countries included Norway, Switzerland, and Spain. Members of the facilitating commission with the ELN included senior repre-
sentatives of the Catholic Church and former foreign ministers Augusto Ramírez Ocampo and María Emma Mejía.

23. “Gobierno y Eln seguirán en diálogos, pero aún no avanzan hacia una negociación,” El Tiempo, October 26, 2006.
24. Patricia Grogg, “One Embattled Municipality to Become Mine-Free,” Interpress Service, October 31, 2006; “Eln se compromete a

desminar varias veredas del municipio de Samaniego (Nariño),” El Tiempo, October 30, 2006.

 



Alfredo Rangel Suárez, Fundación
Seguridad y Democracia

T
his analysis examines the peace process in
Colombia over the last few years.
Specifically, it focuses on the demobiliza-

tion of paramilitary groups, the current talks with
the National Liberation Army (ELN), and the sit-
uation with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Colombia (FARC).

The last three years have seen the demobiliza-
tion of nearly 30,000 combatants and auxiliary
members of paramilitary and self-defense forces in
Colombia. While this process has been highly con-
troversial and has been debated extensively both in
Colombia and internationally, the demobilization
has, I believe, advanced the country significantly
closer to peace. Over the last three years, the num-
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the group in Havana, Cuba. The very fact of hav-
ing engaged in discussions on various occasions,
with neither party abandoning ship—as well as
determining an objective and a willingness to agree
on a negotiating agenda—is itself a major advance.

The ELN’s statements prior to the March 2006
elections should be seen as significant, given that the
group has historically abstained from participation
in the electoral process, viewing the legal and elec-
toral system, almost as a matter of principle, as an
absolute enemy. Combative abstentionism has been
the group’s modus operandi throughout its history.
Nevertheless, in early 2006, it called on Colombians
to participate in the elections and select the best
choices for Colombia’s parliament. It also decreed a
unilateral, unconditional cease-fire during the elec-
tion period. At the same time, the ELN called for a
coalition between the Polo Democrático, a left-leaning
party, and the Liberal Party, one of the country’s
main political parties. This move, in practical terms,
made the ELN a participant in electoral politics.
The gesture would seem to signal an intention to
move forward with peace talks, and indicates that
the ELN is regaining some of the autonomy it lost
over the last few years vis-à-vis FARC, which crit-
icized the ELN’s statements as gratuitously favoring
the Uribe government.

In many parts of the country, the ELN’s eco-
nomic, political, and military weakening has forced
it to seek protection from the FARC, Colombia’s
largest irregular group. This has entailed a major
sacrifice of political autonomy. The ELN’s state-
ments in early 2006 reflect a noticeable recouping
of political and strategic independence, indicating
that a significant segment of the ELN is deter-
mined to negotiate a peace agreement. The great
uncertainty, of course, is what will happen when
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good faith, preventing what could be termed the
“Caguán syndrome.”26

The “Caguán syndrome” is seen by many seg-
ments of the Colombian populace as a legitimate
concern. The concept emerged out of the negoti-
ating process between the government of President
Andrés Pastrana and the FARC, in which the
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military reforms. The future of peace talks with
FARC thus remains highly uncertain.

The possibility of a resumption of peace talks at
some point during President Uribe’s second term
should not be dismissed. It remains to be seen
under what conditions this will occur and what the
negotiating agenda will be. But it is safe to assume
that the development and specifics of this agenda
will be determined by the political and military
initiatives that the parties can be expected to pur-
sue aggressively over the next few months. Once
the demobilization of paramilitary forces has come
to an end, there should be better prospects for
progress in talks between the state and the coun-
try’s guerrillas than was true in the past. A far more
flexible peace policy on the part of the govern-
ment during President Uribe’s second term will
undoubtedly contribute to a thawing of tensions.
Fortunately, the government has signaled a will-
ingness to enter into serious, constructive peace
talks with the insurgents.

The guerrillas seem to have received—and be
processing—President Uribe’s recent offers, which
together represent not only a more flexible but a
more pragmatic peace policy toward the guerrillas
than the government espoused until very recently.
The new policy includes the offer of political recog-
nition, the convening of a Constituent Assembly [as
a result of peace talks], a cease-fire with negotiable
terms, a demilitarized zone for talks, and a new
demobilization law distinct from the one applying

to paramilitary groups. These constitute significant
developments and a major peace offer. Presumably
the guerrillas are assessing its true dimensions.

It also seems clear that the guerrillas require the
political oxygen that inevitably accompanies talks
with the government. After four years of military
retreat and absence from the political scene, they
need to reestablish a national presence. Despite the
fact that their rhythm is different from, and much
slower than, that of the state, it is evident that they
cannot, at this point, afford the luxury of wander-
ing in the political and military desert for another
four years. They, too, are under time pressure.

Last but not least, the recent strengthening of
the Colombian state, though not yet at a level suf-
ficient to defeat the guerrillas militarily, must cer-
tainly have altered the guerrillas’ perception of the
military dynamics of the conflict: a military victo-
ry by the insurgents has now become extremely
improbable, making political negotiations the only
escape from the conflict. Major shifts in perception
such as this do not occur quickly.

This set of circumstances goes a long way
toward explaining the gradual thaw occurring in
relations between the state and the guerrillas.
Nevertheless, given the high level of distrust and
hostility, it can hardly be expected that political
negotiations will develop overnight, though they
are on the horizon. Best that progress be deliberate
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at putting an end to hostilities and moving quickly
toward demobilization, providing guarantees for
political action, and promoting integration in civil-
ian life for ELN forces. The government’s proposal
does not include political and social reforms, insti-
tutional changes, or negotiations on these issues.
What President Uribe has highlighted from the start
are guarantees of political involvement following
demobilization. It is unlikely that the government
will negotiate significant reforms with the ELN.

Thus, a vast divide separates the two parties.
Certain factors, however, favor the negotiations.
The ELN has not been deeply involved in drug
trafficking. While some ELN fronts have been
accused of such activity, the ELN as a whole has
not participated decisively. For the international
community, and particularly the United States, this
puts the negotiations on a different footing. The
military situation in which the ELN finds itself also
favors negotiations.

Negotiations between the ELN and the govern-
ment appear to have something of a “guardian
angel.” Each time there is an attempt to negotiate,
despite the number of past failures and the resulting
distrust and disappointment, countries interested in
supporting the process always appear, along with
figures such as [renowned Colombian novelist]
Gabriel García Márquez. So many seem to want to
be involved in and support the negotiations; it
seems strange, but it is true. Territories and guaran-
tees are constantly being offered to the ELN, giv-
ing the process added strength. Undoubtedly, how-
ever, the negotiation process will face a number of
bottlenecks in terms of the specifics, due to the
important differences separating the parties.

Currently, the disagreement centers on the ces-
sation of hostilities. The ELN will surely do what
it can to delay the resolution of this issue, not
because it has much realistic chance of military
victory or is staking its future on that course, but
because an end to hostilities symbolizes and repre-
sents a point of no return. The ELN wants to
extract political advantages from any cease-fire
agreement it makes, including the possibility of
playing a political and social role in the regions in
which it is has influence.

I believe that the ELN has taken a cue from the
procedural and substantive negotiations between
the Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional
(FMLN) and the Salvadoran government, which
began with humanitarian agreements. I am fairly
optimistic about the possibility for negotiations
with the ELN. I think it is quite possible that talks
will be successful if the ELN moves forward with
the realism it has demonstrated to date, and if the
government is bold in its proposals.

Next, let me lay out my own view of the drug
trafficking aspects of the Colombian conflict, as I
differ with Alfredo Rangel.

The 1990s saw a radical change in the
Colombian conflict. In the late 1980s, a group of
twelve political scientists from the National
University wrote a book commissioned by then-
Minister of Government Dr. Fernando Cepeda,
which analyzed the violence in Colombia. The
book was entitled Colombia:Violence, Democracy and
Human Rights29 and distinguished three types of
violence in the country: common crime, violence
associated with drug trafficking, and political vio-
lence related to the confrontation with the guerril-
las. The three types overlapped somewhat, but
were essentially distinct. The book’s recommenda-
tions to then-President Virgilio Barco were based
on distinct approaches to the different types of vio-
lence; to address common crime, it recommended
a very interesting national citizen security project
that was later carried out largely by Rafael Pardo;30

in the case of drug trafficking, the study recom-
mended bringing those involved to justice; and in
the case of the guerrillas, the study recommended
political negotiations.

What, then, changed during the 1990s? The
three types of violence merged and became an
instrument of war. This was a fundamental shift,
and most analysts and the country as a whole were
caught off-guard. Drug trafficking began to be used
not only by the guerrillas, but also by the paramil-
itary groups. War became functional, built around
these armies. Any illegal business activity requires
protection that is also illegal, but in Colombia, the
illegal protection comes not from ordinary gangs
but from armies built for this purpose. The FARC

29. Estanislao Zuleta, Colombia: violencia, democracia y derechos humanos (Bogotá: Altimir, 1991). [Ed.]
30. Pardo served as Barco’s High Commissioner for Peace. He was minister of defense during the government of President César Gaviria.

He is currently a member of the Colombian Senate. [Ed.] 
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ing of voter rolls. We found instances of completely
atypical voting in eleven departments and 180
municipalities, cases in which a single Senate ticket
received over 70 percent of the vote; there were
even municipalities where a single ticket for the two
chambers garnered 97 percent of the votes.



This is an entrenched war that is linked to the
problem of drug-related instability in the entire
Andean region. Something of a paradox is involved
here. The way to seek and achieve either a negoti-
ated or a military solution to this fusion of different
types of violence in Colombia has not been found.
However—and here, I believe, is the paradox—the
entity that has come closest to proposing viable
solutions is the U.S. Council on Foreign Relations
with its Andes 2020 report. This document has, in
my opinion, gone farther than any other in analyz-
ing the problem as a whole, and it has sounded an
alarm. There is great concern in Washington and at
the Council on Foreign Relations, which I believe
is not particularly left-leaning or critical. According
to the report, the Andean states are in danger of
collapsing (a word that has not been heard for some
time), signaling that Washington needs a different
strategy to address the conflict in the area and
specifically in Colombia, which is the central focus

of the conflict and the major link in the drug-traf-
ficking chain. This study has come closer than any
other, I think, to capturing reality. But its position
is not discernable among analysts devoted to study-
ing the Colombian situation. The Council on
Foreign Relations report suggests a more compre-
hensive approach, one that, instead of emphasizing
military solutions or the eradication of drugs, pro-
poses an international plan aimed at the inclusion
of coca growers, alternatives for economic develop-
ment, and negotiations, including in each particu-
lar area, as a means of achieving democratic pacifi-
cation in Colombia.

This brief description of the conflict suggests
that negotiations with the ELN may well end in
success, but that even then we will be far from
peace in Colombia. A grand project of national
reconciliation is needed, along with a comprehen-
sive approach to ending the war.

15

COLOMBIA’S PEACE PROCESSES: MULTIPLE NEGOTIATIONS, MULTIPLE ACTORS



Father Darío Echeverri, National
Conciliation Commission (CCN)

F
irst let me acknowledge the nuns, priests,







abstract principles to practical results. Thus, certain
demands have remained constant, including a





posal put forward by Switzerland, France, and
Spain regarding a humanitarian exchange. The
communication envisaged the possibility of a dis-
creet exploratory mission to be organized jointly
by Switzerland and the Church. This proposal had
been rejected by the Colombian government.
The authors of this message requested that it be
communicated not only to the Nuncio, but also



Jaime Bermúdez, 
Office of the Presidency, Colombia

T
his presentation focuses on four elements.
First it examines the overall situation at the
time the government of President Álvaro

Uribe Vélez assumed power. Second, it sets forth
guiding principles for peace and security. Third are
some comments on the scenarios outlined by the
other panelists. Last is a consideration of the chal-
lenges that lie ahead.

Having been born in the late 1960s, a period that
witnessed a resurgence of guerrilla groups in
Colombia, I grew up, attended school, and, later,
university, at a time of burgeoning narco-terrorism.
The first major political crimes took place as I was
completing high school; the most heinous assassina-
tions by drug traffickers took place while I was at
the university. In 1989, four presidential candidates



process were to unfold. These parameters can be
summarized as follows:

First, the country needed to rebuild its confi-
dence, a confidence based on security for all citi-
zens—“democratic security,” as the President
termed it. Security is for everyone, for supporters
as well as opponents of the government—for all
people regardless of their origin and circumstances.
Rebuilding confidence would pave the way for
increased investment, stimulating, in turn, eco-
nomic growth and improved working conditions.

Within this security framework, President





within the FARC. Many of the organization’s
members are in prison and are prepared to submit
to the Justice and Peace Law on the condition that
they collaborate in demobilizing other FARC
members. President Uribe conveyed this message
publicly in March 2006, indicating that these indi-
viduals could be processed under the Justice and
Peace Law if they demobilized in prison and assist-
ed in demobilizing other FARC members outside
of prison. The President indicated that, should
there be any legal doubt about whether the Justice
and Peace law applies to these individuals, the gov-
ernment would provide clarification and even
modify the existing law to smooth the way for its
application to imprisoned members of the FARC.

A few additional aspects of the Justice and Peace
Law deserve comment. The law defines how and
by whom those who demobilize are to be judged,
how the reconciliation and reparations commission
is to function, what role the prosecutor and judges
will have, and what conditions must be met by an
individual in order to fall within the law’s provi-
sions. The government no longer has leeway in
dealing with the paramilitary groups, since the
terms under which it can engage in negotiations
have been specified in the law.

Once the demobilization is completed, the next
stage is to implement the Justice and Peace Law. A
question remains as to what will happen if the orga-
nizational structure is not dismantled. Two issues,
however, should be borne in mind. First, the law
does not permit atrocities to be concealed. Thus,
anyone found to have failed to confess to an atroci-
ty or whose acts of atrocity were not known at the
time, will not fall within the purview of the legisla-
tion. Indeed, by failing to cooperate, a person
becomes subject to ordinary criminal law and to a
potential prison sentence of 40 years. Second, the
conditions for benefiting from the law’s provisions
include making reparations to victims and returning
property.35 Thus, the law establishes clear conditions
by which a failure to disengage from the old struc-
tures will preclude one from the benefits of the law.

The current government has extradited approx-
imately 360 individuals to the United States to face
drug trafficking charges. Extradition orders for
such paramilitary leaders as “Don Berna” and
Salvatore Mancuso have been suspended.

However, if these individuals fail to comply with
the conditions under which extradition was sus-
pended—dismantling their groups, cooperating
with authorities, and committing no further
crimes—extradition proceedings will immediately
resume. Why, one might ask, has the government
not extradited these individuals; why was their
extradition suspended? The answer lies in their
potential leadership role in demobilizing other
members of their groups. Extradition would mean
abandoning efforts to demobilize thousands of
other members of the AUC.

In the case of the ELN, as León Valencia has
discussed, one critical issue is the cessation of hos-
tilities, including kidnapping, prior to peace talks.
The FARC, too, has been guilty of many such
offenses. In dealing with the issue of kidnappings,
the government believes that the most attractive—
or most feasible—proposal for a humanitarian
exchange proposal presented is the one advanced
by France, Spain and Switzerland. The proposal
includes precise terms for an exchange, including a
defined 180-square-kilometer area [a demilitarized
zone] in the municipality of El Retiro, the pres-
ence of 40 international observers, and no guerril-
la presence. It is because of these conditions that
the government has embraced the proposal. For
the government, it is a fundamental issue of
national sovereignty that there not be guerrillas in
the area in which the humanitarian exchange
occurs. Under the proposed formula, the absence
of guerrilla forces is guaranteed by the presence of
the 40 observers charged with ensuring that nei-
ther guerrillas nor government forces are present.
There is an additional reason for the government’s
acceptance. The original objection to a demilita-
rized zone is offset by the fact that international
observers will oversee the entire operation and that
guerrilla forces will not be present during the time
of any humanitarian exchange.

Important challenges remain. The first and
greatest is that of establishing a police presence in
areas currently not covered by the nation’s
police—areas that could experience an influx of
people once the paramilitary groups are demobi-
lized, or that may see an increased presence of
paramilitary or guerrilla groups immediately after a
given demobilization. The second major challenge
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35. Both of these provisions were strengthened by the Constitutional Court in its May 2006 ruling (see Introduction, above). [Ed.] 



is that of reintegrating those who have been demo-
bilized. I am reluctant, for two reasons, to speak of
the “post-conflict period.” First, the confrontation
has not ended; second, the phrase conveys the
impression that a new phase has been ushered in.
While a number of hurdles have been successfully
cleared—it is certainly preferable to have [the
AUC] demobilized and disarmed—the confronta-
tion is, in many respects, ongoing. Decisions about
the post-conflict period remain far in the future,
and a number of different scenarios are possible.
For now, the most important issue is for the rein-
tegration process to go forward successfully.

Colombia is, I believe, at a turning point, a time
of breaking with the past. Tangible benefits and
results can be seen already in terms of pacification,
reduced homicides, mass killings and other crimes,
the demobilization of terrorist groups, the con-
tainment of armed attacks, and the reduction over
the last five years in the amount of land used for
drug production—from 170,000 to 80,000
hectares, etc. Nevertheless, international aid con-
tinues to be crucial. Despite the progress achieved,
the new phase of Plan Colombia will require no
less—and perhaps greater—resources for reintegra-
tion and demobilization efforts, as well as for
expanding the capacity of the police to provide
coverage for still-vulnerable areas.

Clearly, this is not the time to suspend or reduce
aid. Not only should aid continue, we must also
devise new formulas for obtaining increased assis-
tance—from Europe, as well as from the United

States. Regional considerations have a bearing on
this issue. In Peru, Ollanta Humala made a strong
showing in the presidential elections. There are the
ongoing situations in Bolivia, Venezuela, and
Ecuador. United States policy must not allow for
the consolidation of polarizing forces or permit the
new governments being established to monopolize
public discourse over social policies based on the
battle-cry of social cohesion and regional solidari-
ty. The current situation in the region, Colombia
included, requires new proposals in which the
social component plays a fundamental role.
Imagine a scenario over the next few years in
which the Colombian government is no longer
able to draw on the support currently provided
through Plan Colombia or by the European nations,
or a situation in which aid is provided exclusively
for security purposes. Imagine what could happen
in Colombia over the next four to eight years in
the current context, both regional and national.
The current situation requires bold and creative
policymaking aimed at building consensus around
social programs in the region.

I was born in the late 1960s. In March 2006, my
daughter María was seven months old. Twenty or
thirty years from now, perhaps she will be working
in the government or in some organization. I would
like to imagine her coming to Washington and
telling of the peaceful times during her childhood
and student days and of the peace scenarios that
Colombia has been able to export to others through-
out the region.

26

LATIN AMERICAN PROGRAM SPECIAL REPORT



David E. Henifin, 
U.S. Department of State

T
he peace process in Colombia is an impor-
tant, complex issue that merits our atten-
tion. From the perspective of the U.S.

State Department, there are three themes to
emphasize: 1) Colombia is a country in transfor-
mation; 2) the peace process is a key element of
that transformation; and 3) no peace process is
perfect. I would also like to discuss U.S. policy as
it relates to the peace process in Colombia.

COLOMBIA IN TRANSFORMATION

Colombia today is not the same country that
President Uribe faced when he took office. This is
important in considering the overall context for
the peace process. According to figures from the
Colombian National Police, the 2005 homicide
rate is the lowest in 18 years. Kidnappings are
down 44 percent, forced displacements down 27
percent, and acts of terrorism down 16 percent
since 2004. By the end of March 2006, over
28,000 paramilitaries had demobilized in blocs,
along with an additional 9,000 individual desert-
ers from all three armed groups (the AUC, FARC



sphere: amidst 40–50 years of violence involving
the FARC and violence by two other historically
dangerous groups, the AUC and ELN, Colombia
has maintained a vigorous democracy. There is
nothing else in the hemisphere that compares
with this record.

Colombia faces multiple terrorist organizations
on multiple levels in multiple locations. To fight
such groups, the Uribe government, in our view,
has developed a very complex, holistic, ambitious,
and high-risk program involving all three U.S.-
designated Foreign Terrorist Organizations, the
FARC, the ELN and the AUC. Government
troops are fighting the FARC, keeping the pressure
on it through the 



are differing views on this very difficult question,
in Colombia’s peace process and in any peace
process. Key NGOs, the U.S. government, and the
government of Colombia worked together to
improve the Justice and Peace Law (No. 975), the
framework that governs demobilization and rein-
tegration. Is the law workable? Yes, we think so. Is
it perfect? No. Colombia’s Constitutional Court,
for example, has reportedly ruled some aspects of
the law unconstitutional, and some AUC leaders
continue threats to withdraw from the demobi-
lization process.39 The key challenge for the
Colombian government remains vigorous, even
aggressive implementation of the law. The U.S.
government has made this consistently clear. The
government of Colombia knows this.

The U.S. government has a number of con-
cerns about the AUC process. As the OAS
Mission in Colombia reported in March 2006,
there has been some backsliding, including the
appearance of new para groups, the continuation
of criminal activities and violence carried out by
the paramilitaries, and human rights violations
perpetrated by the demobilized even while part of
the process. These are concerns not only to the
U.S. government but also to the Colombian gov-
ernment. We are trying collaboratively to find the
best way to deal with all these issues.40

I would encourage all of us engaged with the
Colombians on peace issues—whether in govern-
ment or out—not to overlook the imperfections
in the Colombian peace process, but not to
overemphasize them, either. I would encourage all
of Colombia’s partners to look ahead, to share the
Uribe government’s vision for a peaceful, prosper-
ous, even drug free Colombia. That may not be
possible tomorrow or in five or ten years. But
from the U.S. government’s perspective, it is more
possible now than it has ever been, and we would
like to support that undertaking. Is the peace
process ambitious? Absolutely. Is it imperfect?
Inevitably. It is run by people, and it is a political
operation. It is essential? Quintessentially so, for
Colombia’s future.

AN OVERVIEW OF U.S. POLICY

What, then, is the U.S. government’s view of
Colombia’s peace processes? An effective, durable
peace is in Colombia’s interest, in the region’s
interest, and therefore in the U.S. interest. As the
National Security Strategy released in March 2006
stated: “Colombia is a democratic ally fighting the
persistent assaults of Marxist terrorists and drug-
traffickers.” Some might quibble with wording,
but Colombia is most definitely an ally facing
challenges from terrorists and traffickers. As noted
previously, all three of Colombia’s armed groups
have been designated by the United States as
Foreign Terrorist Organizations (FTOs), and the
European Union has similarly designated all three
groups. Drug trafficking and terrorism threaten
democracy in Colombia and the region, directly
threaten U.S. personnel, and therefore directly
affect U.S. interests.

As a member of the U.S. government, I cannot
comment on the FARC without mentioning the
U.S. hostages held in Colombia for well over three
years, since February 2003. Their names are Keith
Stansell, Marc Gonsalves and Thomas Howes. We
hold the FARC responsible for their safety and
welfare. The government of Colombia knows
that. President Uribe has reiterated his commit-
ment to support the safe recovery of our citizens.
His government is joining us in pursuing all means
to that end.

The United States has a direct stake in the out-
come in Colombia The U.S. government is sup-
porting Colombia’s military and police capability
to go after the drug networks that sustain the
FARC, and overall, Colombians are carrying the
fight to the FARC. The U.S. is supplying assis-
tance, equipment, and training. The March 2006
indictment of 50 key FARC leaders is a key com-
ponent of our fight.

The U.S. government therefore, logically, sup-
ports the peace process in all its permutations. At
times we have differences over viewpoints and tac-
tics, but the strategy makes sense to us, to the
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European Union, and to individual European coun-
tries. Perhaps the Europeans have been more
involved in negotiations with the ELN and FARC,
especially on the issue of the return of hostages, but
they have also been involved with AUC demobiliza-
tion. The Netherlands, Ireland, EU, Japan, and
Canada have contributed. to demobilization and
reintegration-related programs.

The United States would like to be involved in
support of the AUC demobilization. For some time,
we have been negotiating with the U.S. Congress
on the right formula by which to support the
Colombia process.41 We need a comprehensive for-
mula that would address the AUC demobilization as
well as any other groups that might demobilize in
the future. The process has many facets: demobiliza-
tion, monitoring (including by international groups
such as the OAS, which we have supported finan-
cially and would like to continue to support), and
identification to verify who is demobilized, for
which databases are instrumental.42 The United
States is also prepared to help bolster Colombia’s
capability to investigate and prosecute cases under
the Justice and Peace Law, verify that paramilitary
structures have been dismantled, ensure that victims
receive appropriate reparations, and reintegrate for-
mer paramilitary members into society provided
that we can continue to work out the details with
the U.S. Congress.

On questions of reparations, reintegration, and
the like, U.S. and other international expertise and
assistance can help. The U.S. government will con-
tinue working with the U.S. Congress on the details
of a contribution, which could total $48 million
over the next three years.

The United States has not simply been a specta-
tor watching developments in Colombia unfold.
The U.S. Embassy and our government suggested
some changes to the Justice and Peace Law; we have
given a small amount to the demobilization (about
$1.75 million in Fiscal Year 2004 funds and another
$1.5 million in Fiscal Year 2005), and we would like
to do more. We would counsel against waiting for a
perfect system to be in place before any U.S. or
international assistance flowed. Although advocated

by credible critics, this approach risks having the
AUC demobilization process—a possible template
for the ELN and perhaps the FARC—never get off
the ground. Can we improve the process? Yes.
Should we set an impossibly high standard by
expecting it to be perfect before we start? No.

Improved human rights protections are essential
to the demobilization process and to the overall
peace process and have become a core issue in the
U.S.-Colombia bilateral relationship. We have a reg-
ular, on-going, high-level dialogue on human rights
with the government of Colombia. Secretary Rice
and Under-Secretary Nicholas Burns raised human
rights issues with President Uribe when he visited
Washington in February 2006. In August 2005,
when the two presidents met in Crawford, Texas,
the issue of human rights was on the agenda.43 As
the State Department’s annual Human Rights
Report shows, there has been improvement in
many aspects of human rights in Colombia. But
more needs to be done.

More work is necessary to support peace in
Colombia. We do not see the peace process ending.
We’re trying to find the best way to make it work;
the best way to improve it, to strengthen it, and to
fund it. We expect that overall U.S. assistance, not
limited to the demobilization process in Colombia,
will more or less continue at current levels for the
next several years. We expect Colombians to take on
an increased share of the responsibility (and cost), as
U.S. assistance is likely to decline in the future. The
United States has many other needs and priorities,
which do not need elaboration here, but are mostly
concentrated in South Asia and the Middle East.

Colombia remains our largest aid recipient in the
Western hemisphere. It has the largest embassy in
Latin America, to manage that aid program. But
there is a reason: Colombia is facing the largest,
most complicated security challenges in the region.
Colombia needs our help, and we are working with
the Colombians to achieve our shared objectives.
What unites us here today is a desire to better
understand the significance and importance of the
peace process and to dialogue with each other on
how we can work with Colombians to improve it.
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41. In May 2006, the U.S. Congress approved $15.5 million in FY 2005 U.S. assistance for Colombia’s demobilizations programs.
42. Then-Colombian Ambassador to the United States Andrés Pastrana mentioned this aspect in mid-February 2006, during President

Uribe’s visit to Washington.
43. Human rights were again included in the agenda when Presidents Bush and Uribe met in Washington in June 2006.
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