
Rethinking Plan Colombia

A response to Rep. Souder’s June 27 letter

If Plan Colombia began in 2000, why 
does Rep. Souder measure from 
2002? Because drug-crop cultivation 
actually went up in the first two years 
after Plan Colombia started.

Measure from 1999, the year before 
Plan Colombia began, and you find 
that:

- Coca cultivation has only declined by 
7 percent in Colombia.

- Coca cultivation in the Andean 
region has only declined by 9 
percent.

Worse, coca-growing did not 
decrease at all in 2004.

Meanwhile, the UN and Colombian 
National Police report that opium 
poppy cultivation did not decrease 
at all in 2004.

Alternative-development assistance is
urgently needed. But only about 7 
percent of our aid since 2000 has 
gone to alternative development. 
This has left vast areas of Colombian 
territory (such as the departments of 
Guaviare, Meta, Caquetá, Nariño and 
Arauca) in which farmers have their 
crops sprayed, but get no assistance 
finding viable alternatives – and thus 
go on to plant illegal crops again.

Sending a few dozen police to remote 
municipalities – many of them the size 
of small U.S. states – makes little 
difference for the security of 
Colombians living there, and in fact 
makes them more susceptible to 
guerrilla attack. Meanwhile, 
President Uribe just signed a bill
that will make it virtually 
impossible to extradite some of 
the country’s worst 
narcotraffickers: the leaders of 
paramilitary groups.

Since most U.S. security assistance has gone to protecting spray planes and oil pipelines, it is impossible 
to argue that U.S. aid has helped reduce violence statistics. Colombia’s government did that on its own, 
by using its own funds to increase its presence in major population centers and highways, and getting 
paramilitaries to agree to a (partially observed) ceasefire. This is not a result of Plan Colombia. 

Meanwhile, a very serious human rights statistic has failed to improve at all: impunity for members of 
the security forces involved in abuses or aiding and abetting paramilitaries. The State Department’s last 
human-rights certification report could cite the cases of only 31 Colombian military personnel under 
indictment for human-rights cases, 10 of them officers and only 2 above the rank of major.Page 1 of 2
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This is a highly questionable 
Colombian government statistic based 
on incomplete data-gathering 
(counting only those who register with 
the government as displaced, and 
leaving out those outside the official 
system or afraid to identify 
themselves as displaced). The UN 
High Commissioner for Refugees cites 
statistics compiled by the Colombian 
non-governmental organization 
CODHES, which – using polling and a 
more internationally accepted 
definition of who is a displaced person 
– found a 40 percent increase in 
newly displaced persons in 2004, 
from 207,607 to 287,581.


