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SYNOPSIS 

  The purpose of the panel discussion was to highlight lessons learned from the long insurgency in Colombia. The lessons are derived from a military-centered approach that has been employed for over 50 years and from a political-population-centered approach that has only been applied recently. It is argued that the military-centered approach has been good but not sufficient enough to deal with the problems in Colombia as well as the region. It is argued that lessons learned over several years indicate that the political-population-centered approach is potentially as important as the military-centered efforts but has not yet been applied in a balanced manner. This approach is generating a synthesis that will create a new thesis. 



The panel, which took place at the George Washington University School of Business, began with welcome remarks by Dr. James Ferrer, Director of the School’s Center for Latin American Issues. The panel of discussion was moderated by Col. Louis H. Jordan, Jr., Deputy Director, Strategic Studies Institute. The panel was composed of Hon. Myles Frechette, Senior Associate in the Americas Program at the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) and former U.S. Ambassador to Colombia, Max Manwaring, Professor, Military Strategies, Strategic Studies Institute (SSI) and, David Spencer, Professor, National Security Studies, Center for Hemispheric Defense Studies (CHDS).  David Spencer began his presentation by stating that the civilian government has always transferred internal security problems to the military. He also stated that for many years the military was in charge of establishing “orden publica” (public order) in the country.  This became the culture in Colombia where the military was expected to control all aspects of disorder without the involvement of the civilian government. However, the military has continuously requested that the civilian government be more involved in maintaining public order. But, according to Dr. Spencer, in the last twelve years the civilian population has become less and less involved. He fears that this involvement will continue to decline, even though the population is the objective of the insurgency. Because of this trend things are not going as well as they should in Colombia. Mr. Spencer presented the following policy set up by President Uribe’s administration and President Santos’ administration demonstrating the changes from 2002 to 2012. Called the Democratic Security Policy it involved the entire government in solving the internal security situation. It was composed of a civilian component and a military component however Mr. Spencer focused on explaining only on three military components:   1. Territorial Control and Protection of the Population 2. Simultaneous and Successive Offensive Operations 3. Special Operations  According to Mr. Spencer, in the beginning FARC was effective in Colombia because it was going against a military that did not have much strategy. The security situation changed dramatically between 2002 and 2006 with the new Democratic Security Policy that was implemented under President Uribe’s first term in office and the results were highly successful.  Under Uribe’s second term in office, a new policy called the Democratic Consolidation was created. Mr. Spencer elaborated that the government realized that the large area recovered in Colombia lacked government presence. The Center for Coordination of Integrated Action (CCIA) was created to place various ministries of the government in these unattended regions. The government immediately created offices to register birth certificates, national identity cards, death certificates and offices to provide 



businesses and agricultural development assistance that was strongly supported by the United States. USAID and the Colombian effort coincided well and provided assistance in 19 different communities that eventually expanded to 32 by the end of Uribe’s administration.  Mr. Spencer believes that two things shifted the situation in Colombia. The first important element in the equation was that Colombia acquired smart bombs. They began using these bombs against high target rebels especially the FARC. In 2007-2008, according to Mr. Spencer, the Colombia government was successful in killing several of the high level leadership targets, whom they had never been able to capture or defeat. This had a huge political impact and shifted Uribe’s popularity. The problem with this outcome was that the government had very limited resources and they had to take away resources from the other branches of the government, particularly from the agencies that had gained territorial control. This shift of resources was to have an impact on Santos’ Presidency. Mr. Spencer went on to describe the formation of several tasks forces. One joint task force was Omega. This task force was responsible for destroying the FARC base area that had existed for approximately 40 years. The FARC training camps, warehouses, medical camps and areas that had been secured for 20 to 30 years were being terminated by the Omega task force. Other smaller tasks forces were created to attack the FARC groups that were stationed in the most rural and difficult areas of Colombia. FARC suffered major setbacks. In 2008, Alfonso Cano a major leader in FARC came up with a plan called “Plan Renacer”, or rebirth. This was a plan to recover from the hits by rebuilding the forces and making an effort to connect with civilian forces. The military did not take this plan serious and underestimated the patience and the culture of FARC which is known for establishing plans and executing those same plans 10 to 20 years later.   Mr. Spencer stated that as soon as President Santos was elected, the task force killed Momo Jojoy one of the biggest leaders of FARC. However, this action did not affect FARC. FARC did not collapse. Instead, they were able to maintain the same level of popularity and force. The Colombian military casualties went up by 15 to 20 percent but, more importantly, FARC’s casualties declined by 50 percent. This created an embarrassing situation for President Santos, whose administration is killing high target FARC members, without having an impact on FARC. This resulted in the resignation of President Santos’ minister of defense. The new minister of defense, Juan Carlos Pinzon, ordered a revision of the entire strategy and created a new campaign called Sword of Honor. This planning cycle was greatly assisted by an effort that was created at the end of Uribe’s government called the Strategic League. The Strategic League analyzed how FARC had modified during the Uribe government. FARC had changed the terrain that it had controlled in Colombia and with the analysis from the Strategic League and the Sword of Honor, the military was able to sit on this area and destroyed the front in these mountains.   



Ambassador Myles Frechette, Senior Associate in the Americas Program at the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) stated that his presentation was going to be from a non-military point of view. He then began by stating that a few factors have been influential in Colombia since its independence. The first were violence and accommodation, which have coexisted throughout Colombian history. The second factor was that from colonial times Bogota has not been the only center of power; there have been other cities that have had influence and power. His third point was that the central government from independence, has been weak and the state has been absent from large regions of the country. His fourth point was that taxes in Colombia are lower than in many other countries and his final point was that land ownership in Colombia is highly concentrated. He stated that the two attempts at land reform did not work in Colombia and, as a result, land and the distribution of land was the root cause of insurgency that began in 1960. Historically, the absence of the government from certain regions in Colombia has encouraged warlords or criminals to control those areas.  One observation that Ambassador Frechette made was that there is not enough civilian resources to deal with the situation that affects the rural areas of Colombia. He added that Colombian’s bureaucrats are used to living in the big cities and they would rather change jobs or quit before living in rural areas of the country where they are needed. He also mentioned that there are no civilian peace corps that could take the central feeling of Colombian democracy to those rural areas. The Ambassador added that technical and management capacity is lacking and the government cannot ask the military to take that responsibility. He stated that in his own personal experience there is a huge lack of political backing at the highest levels. He elaborated that it was extremely difficult to get support for counternarcotic issues and that there is no coordinating agency at the government level for such support. He felt that the only way to have adequate support in Colombia was to have the full support of the President or basically one had to go to each ministry to request assistance. It is a vicious circle. Finally, he stated that his experience suggested that having someone like President Pastrana, followed by President Uribe, with full interests in the insurgency issue was the only way to have all the ministries cooperating.  According to the Ambassador, army officials are the only government representatives that people in these rural areas know and have known. He mentioned that even if the government removes a criminal group, another group eventually is created. He stated that what is needed is a civilian task force with criminal justice, police departments, a ministry of education, and also a ministry of health to provide services to these populations. There must be both credits for the farmers and government representatives in order to avoid criminal groups control these regions. 



He concluded with the following “lessons learned”: 1) people matter 2) there has to be a government approach 3) Colombian must own the program– if Colombia does not buy into the plan then the U.S. government is wasting our tax payer’s money.   Dr. Max Manwaring, Professor of Military Strategies, Strategic Studies Institute (SSI) began by stating that a country is not really sovereign if it does not control all of its territory, as in the case in Colombia. A country must have security to achieve development, and not just economic development, but also political development and sustainable peace. Dr. Manwaring stated that in the early 19th century, international politics changed dramatically. In those times, the view of national sovereignty switched firmly from divine rights to the nation state. The nation state could now govern itself; the problem is that it must exercise sovereignty over all of its territories. He added that unless a nation is protecting all of its territory and its people, and is also providing stability and development, that particular country is not really sovereign. He stated that this concept leads to new types of war with other players like “non-state actors” such as gangs, organized criminals, bandits, drug dealers, traffickers, or active populists. Rather than just having direct control from government, you have actors that have indirect control of people and present an indirect threat to a nation’s security. Dr. Manwaring stated that a state should apply a circular model which starts with security provided by the military and stability. Then the nation can move on to the next part in the circle which is development and from development move to the part of sustainable peace and, finally, with sustainable peace the state might come to sovereignty. These lessons should have been learned time after time. Dr. Manwaring’s next point was on the development of the “sociology of war”. He said that time is a new instrument of national and international power and if you don’t use it you fall behind. In addition, he stated that we have new types of war involving new people and a huge number of possible combatants and we are not sure who anyone is anymore because we have civilian, male, children, women, and adults being the new soldiers. These new combatants carry no identifying uniforms or flags so it is hard to distinguish them. These types of combatants carry out different kinds of battles. The attempt is to capture the imagination of the people and the leaders; it’s a political goal. He then posited a question “What is the motivation of these non-state actors?” He states that most of these actors seek to take control of government and become government themselves; other’s goals are not to be part of government but instead to capture it. This creates a situation where these actors create a state within a state. This, in turn results in the problem of having to identify a new enemy and new motivation and new sources of power.   He concluded that this makes it difficult for governments to interact with new sources of power. It destroys democracy when a group has its way; it corrupts a state’s sovereignty. 



He concluded by stating that we have to recognize that we have a circular power and we have a different battlefield in countries like Colombia. He suggested that the military must be prepared to provide security and stability and that it has to be able to deal with the new types of battlefields that it would be confronted with and at the same time it has to consider political or populist approaches that it must deal with for very long periods of time. 
 

 


