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Peace - or "Paramilitarization?”

Why a weak peace agreement with Colombian paramilitary
groups may be worse than no agreement at all

By Adam Isacson

At first glance, a negotiation between Colombia's
government and right-wing paramilitary groups|ookseasy
and uncomplicated. The South American country’s
paramilitary blocs (or “ self-defenseforces’) have always
claimed to support thegovernment. In particular, they claim
to be ardent supporters of Colombia’s right-of-center
president, Alvaro Uribe, who served asgovernor of astate
wherethey are strong, and who ownsland in zonesunder
their total control.

The Colombian military itself hel ped to found the groups
over twenty years ago, as part of a brutal strategy to
undermine, through systemétic attackson civilian populations,
the leftist guerrillas that have dominated much of rural
Colombiasincethemid-1960s. Though declaredillega in
1989, the paramilitaries—loosdly confederated in a20,000-
strong nationa organization, the United Self-Defense Forces
of Colombia(AUC) —continueto benefit al too frequently
frommilitary logistical support,
advice, or toleration.

Even though their declared
mission of defeatingthe FARC
and ELN guerrillasisfar from
accomplished, in 2002 the
AUC decidedto consder going
out of busness. Itsleaderswere
quick to accept President
Uribe' soffer to negotiatetheir
demobilizationin exchangefor
aunilateral cease-fire. Uribe
took office in August 2002;
most paramilitary groups
declared a cease-fire in
December of that year. Though
that cease-fire has been
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routinely violated—the Colombian government acknowl edges
492 paramilitary killings, and non-governmental humanrights
groupsclaim thousands more—thetakshave continued for
over thirty months.2

Nonethe ess, what many criticscal a“ negotiation between
friends’ hasturned out to befar from easy. Whileboth sides
at the negotiating table may share an interest in aquick
processthat forgives most crimesand namesfew names,
the same cannot be said of other stakeholderslikevictims
groups, powerful members of Colombia s Congress, and
most internationa donor governments.

Though they haveno seatsat thetabl e, these sectorsregject
any dedl that amnestiesparamilitary leadersresponsiblefor
countlessmassacresand extrgjudicial killingsover the past
twenty years. Many worry that the negotiationsmay help
someof the country’smost notoriousdrug traffickersavoid
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punishment and keep most of their ill-gotten gains, including
millionsof acresof primeland taken by force. Whilefailure
to punish abuses or to right past wrongsrisks prolonging
Colombia sgenerations-old cycleof violence, criticsaso
point out that aweak agreement will leave paramilitary
command and support networksin place, alowingthegroups
to continueto exist in some other form.

The*framework law” for thetalks: abitter debate

It was expected that the critics main leverage over these
guestions would be the law to manage the combatants
demohilization, which Colombia’'s Congresshad to passin
order to allow an agrement to proceed. This*framework
law” would determinewhether paramilitary leadershad to
servetimein prison for crimesagainst humanity. It would
determinewhether government prosecutorsand investigators
would havethetimeand thetool snecessary tolocate stolen
assats, to settlevictims' clamsfor reparations, and to ensure
that paramilitary networks are
definitively ssamped out.

The AUC-government
negotiationswent on for two and
ahdf yearswithout suchalawin
place. Donor nationsforced the
issue, however, by requiring that
an acceptable“framework law”
be approved before they start
writing checks to fund a
demobilization and reintegration
processthat could cost upwards
of aquarter of abilliondollars.?

The Uribe government had already introduced two earlier
bills (in August 2003 and April 2004) that were widely
criticized for being too lenient, allowing near-total amnesty
for paramilitary leaders, and doing dmost nothing to require
thegroupsto dismantlethe r command and support Sructures.
Uribeadminigtration officid sargued that alaw that askstoo
much of paramilitary leaderswould makeitimpossibleto
moveahead in negotiations.

Pardo, second from
left, in the Congress
with Sen. Andrés
Gonzalez and Rep. Gina
Parody, normally
backers of Uribe, and
Conservative Party
Rep. Roberto Camacho.

Other observers have speculated that key sectors of
Colombia's political and business elite, especially in
paramilitary-dominated areas, would be threatened by a
process that reveals too much about the rightist groups
support and linkages, thuscasting alight ontheir ownrolein
backing the AUC’s anti-guerrilla dirty war. Since these
sectorsareanimportant base of President Uribe' sdomestic
support, thisargument sustains, hisnegotiatorshaveastrong

Though it had the support of
legislators from the left and the
right, Senator Pardo’s tougher
demobilization bill was steamrolled
by the pro-Uribe congressional
bloc.

incentive to pursue a peace agreement with as much
“forgiving andforgetting” aspossible.

By late 2004 and early 2005, criticsof thisweak approach
—ranging from human-rights groups to some prominent
membersof Colombia straditiond political class—had lined
up behind amuch tougher alternative proposal, promoted
by acodlition of legidatorsled by Senator Rafael Pardo, a
former defense minigter. By June 2005, however, President
Uribe, hischief peace negotiator, L uis CarlosRestrepo, and
their most ardent congressional supporters had thoroughly
steamrolledthe Pardo codlition’sproposals, pushing through
abill giving the paramilitary |eadership much of what it
wanted. The Colombian Congress passed the weaker bill
onJune?1.

Instead of thefivetotenyearsin prison caledfor by the
Pardohill, thosefound guilty of crimesagaingt humanity would
servefivetoeight—likely in someformof “housearrest” at
rural haciendas—minuscreditsfor good behavior andtime
spent negotiating. Prosecutors
would have only thirty daysto
gather evidence of responsibility
for serioushuman-rightscrimes,
aperiod so short that themgjority
of massacres, disappearances,
killingsand forced displacements
wouldlikely go unpunished. “In
30 days one cannot do what
couldn’t bedoneintenyears,”
Senator Pardo objected inApril 4
(The final version of the hill
extended this period to a still-
insufficient Sxty days.)

The Pardo bill would have required all demobilizing
paramilitaries—fromleadership torank-and-file—to undergo
athorough interview requiring themto reveal not just their
involvement in past crimes, but the assets they illegally
obtained, whereinthecountry they served, who commanded
them, and who supported them, financially or otherwise.
While this“exit interview” isfar from aperfect tool for
eliminating paramilitary networks, it was seen asanecessary
step for effective prosecutions, location of stolenland and
property, and eradication of paramilitary support networks.

“To demand lesswould beto subordinate democracy to
armed groups, whether new ones or old ones,” Senator
Pardo wrotein February. “ It would beto leave society with
themessagethat crimedoespay.”® Yet eventhisrequirement
wasgtripped from the Uribe government’shill, whichmerely



callson demobilizing paramilitariesto providethelr names,
townsof originand smilar contact information.

Meanwhile, thegovernment bill declaresmembershipina
paramilitary group to bea*political crime.” Colombia's
congtitution doesnot alow extradition to other countriesfor
political crimes. Several top paramilitary leaders face
indictmentsinU.S. courtsfor their rolein sending drugsto
theUnited States. If paramilitarismisconsdered a“political
crime,” andtheAUC leaders lawyerscan successfully argue
that their involvement in the drug trade was necessary to
fundtheir cause, thenthey will never betriedin U.S. courts
for shipping tonsof cocaineto U.S. shores.

Of dl of theseissues, jail termshavereceivedthelion’'s
share of attention. On February 23, the AUC issued a
communiquélettingit beknown that they will quit thetalks—
“day inthejungleandfacewar or death” —if the“framework
law” includesjail time.® If thelaw requiresthemtoturnin
their weapons only to report to ______
prison, top AUC leader Ivan
Roberto Duquerepeated inApril, g
theparamilitarieswill leavethetalks. [ =
“If wehavetodecidetohead back " &
to themountains, thefirst onesto
fed sorry about thisdecisonwillbe
us, theAUC.””

Dismantlement

Despitethese bombastic thrests,
thejail issueisadistraction from
other, moreseriousissues. Jail time
wasnot akey point of disagreement
between the Uribe government and backers of the defeated
Pardo bill, asboth sides’ proposed prison termsdiffered by
only afew years.

Receiving less attentionisafar broader and morevital
difference between the Colombian government anditscritics:
cal itthedismantlement question.

In most peace processes, it is safely assumed that the
armed groupin question will disappear —or at least ceasedl
illegd politica activity —after negotiationsconclude. Thisis
not thecasewiththeAUC talks. Though paramilitary leaders
may end up with aclean dateand most past crimesforgiven,
their power, and their ability to terrorize, may belargely
unaffected. If they fail to do athorough job of dismantling
paramilitary command and support networks, then,
negotiationswith aweak “framework law” may infact do
more harm than good.

AUC paramilitaries used chainsaws while killing
more than 40 people during the April 2001 Alto

Naya massacre.
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Dismantlementissuchanimportantissuethat, if Colombia
failstoinclude provisionsto guaranteeit, the Center for
International Policy will beforced to recommend that the
United States deny financial support to Colombia’s
paramilitary demobilization process.

Toillustrate how important dismantlement is, congder two
guestionsthat, perhapssurprisingly, few areasking. First,
what would happenif thetaksfal apart?And second, would
that outcome be worse than the result of a* successful”
negotiation with aweak framework law?

Return of thechainsaws?

If the government-AUC talks break down, acommon
expectation isthat, asmorethan one Colombian analyst has
put it in conversationswith ClIPresearchers, “volveranlas
motosierras’ —*“thechainsawswill return” —areferenceto

i thetool paramilitary fightershave

“ " employed in some of their most

gridy massacres. Accordingtothis

scenariotheparamilitarieswill seek

* to make the talks' breakdown as

painful aspossible, directing grestly

stepped-up violence against the

civilian  population and

demongtrating their ability to keep
thestatefrom governing territory.

A renewed wave of massacres,
homicides and disappearances
would be ahorrifying tragedy. It
would also deal asevereblow to
the Uribe government’ssignature “ Demacratic Security”
program, whichiscredited with bringing reductionsin many
statistical measuresof violencein Colombia. Since Uribe
took officein August 2002, official datashow reductionsin
murders, kidnappings, acts of sabotage and attacks on
populations. Though the apparent progresshasslowed in
2005, with guerrillaattacks registering asharp increase,
Colombiaisconsidered somewhat lessdangerousthanit
wasfour yearsago.

Much of thisposgitiveresult owesto twolow-cost measures
the Uribe government pursued upon taking office: agreater
deployment of existing troopsand policeaong roadsandin
population centers, and the paramilitaries’ declared cease-
fire. Whilethe AUC has not come closeto respecting the
cease-fire, eventheir partial observance has contributed
strongly to the drop in violencelevels.2 Should the cease-
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fireabruptly end, violencemeasurescould begintoriseagain,
eroding or erasing oneof Presdent Uribe' smogt-cited gains.

The* chainsaw” scenarioisan entirely possibleone. Itis
unlikely tolast for long, however. A waveof violenceaimed
at extracting concessions from the government can be
expected to flame out. The AUC, abarely held-together
collection of loca warlords, hasno paramount leadership at
themoment. Divisionswould deepen after thetalks fallure
asmany blocs, unwillingto seetheir lucrativeillegd activities
disrupted, will not adherefor long to astrategy aimed at
posing adirect chalengeto Colombia sgovernment. Dueto
itsinherent nihilism, plusastrong likelihood that it would
inspireamore determined opposition from the state security
forces, a" chansaw” response

. |
cannot sustainitself forlong, The new drug-lord-turned-paramilitaries

syndicate. In fact, as examples of guerrilla-paramilitary
combat grow ever scarcer, they areincreasingly doing narco
busnesswiththeguerrillas.

“Every day we seethat the border that existed between
guerrillasand paramilitary groups hasdissi pated because of
thedrug-traffickinginterests, theneed tosurvive,” Col. Oscar
Naranjo, director of the Colombian National Police
investigative unit (DIJIN), told the Miami Herald last
December.® In February 2004, when Colombian troops
captured “Sonia,” the “financial chief” of the FARC's
Southern Bloc, they found e-mailson her laptop asking the
local AUC to lend ahdlicopter “to transport armsand drugs
through thejungle.”° In May 2005, Colombian authorities
busted their biggest-ever shipment of drugs—fifteen tonsof
cocaine belonging to loca
FARC fronts, the AUC’s

Liberatorsof the South bloc,

ifith sat al.
ppen and severd narcotraffickers.

view Colombia’s guerrillas less as
ideological enemies than as a rival crime
syndicate. In fact, they are increasingly  Had he been trafficking

Whether it follows a doing narco business with them. drugs and killing enemies
“chainsaw” phg&orbypm _______________________________________________________| tOday, perha)SPEbl(JES:Oba

A new “ mafia”

itentirely, themorelikely scenarioistheparamilitary blocs
disgntegrationinto mefia-likegroups After afalled negatiation,
the AUC can be expected to devolveinto regiond structures
of violenceand crimindlity, especidly drug-related crime.

Thishasalready begun, and it has accel erated sincethe
negotiations began. The paramilitarieshavehad tiesto the
drug trade sincetheir founding in the 1980s; they always
counted drug lords among their principal donors, and
increasingly raised money by participating in cocaine
production and transshipment. Since about 2000-2001,
however, their “ narcotization” hasreached greater depths.

Thetop AUC leadership now includessevera druglords
with no anti-guerrillacredentias, who haverecently donned
fatigues, christened themselves* comandante”’ and bought
themsdvesparamilitary “franchises’ —nomina command of
small blocs—and seats at the negotiating table. Among them
—thereareseverd —istheAUC's“inspector general,” Diego
Fernando Murillo (nicknamed “Don Berna’ or “Adolfo
Paz"), anold Meddlin cartd figurewho later led thecity’'s
feared network of hitmen-for-hireand street criminds; Victor
Manuel Mg iaM Unera(nicknamed “thetwin™), who haslong
been on FBI most-wanted listsasahigh-ranking figurein
theNorthern Valledrug cartel; and Guillermo Pérez Al zate,
or “Pablo Sevillano,” whoiswanted by U.S. authoritiesfor
ashipment of 11 tonsof cocaine.

Thesedrug-lord-turned-paramilitariesview Colombia's
guerrillaslessasideol ogical enemiesthanasarival crime

could have avoided ending up dead on aMedellin rooftop,
surrounded by smiling, photo-snapping policemen. Today,
he could have put on camouflagefatigues, dubbed himself
“comandante” something-or-other, and bought himself a
Seet at thetablein the SantaFe de Ralito demilitarized zone,
where negotiations are proceeding between the Colombian
government and theAUC . There, Escobar would havestood
adecent chance of winning amnesty, or at least avastly
reduced penalty, for hispast crimes. Hisnew statuswould
alsohavestymied any U.S. attempt to extradite him.

Takeover of the state

L ast September 26, Colombia smain Sunday papersand
newsweekliesal ransmilar storiesabout the paramilitary-
mafias cregpinginfluence. “ Alarms Sound About Advanced
Symptomsof Paramilitarismin Colombia,” read thelead
headlinein El Tiempo, Colombia smost-circulated daily.t

“According to a map drawn up by the Presidency of
Colombia,” El Tiempo noted, “49 paramilitary blocsare
present in 26 of the country’s 32 departments| provinces)
and 382 of its 1,098 municipalities[counties]. Thisaddsup
to 13,500 men distributed across 35 percent of the national
territory.” 2 (Estimatesof paramilitary strengthrangeashigh
as 20,000.)

What isremarkableabout this presencetoday ishow little
it resemblesthe paramilitary modd of fiveor Six yearsago,
with thousands of memberswearing uniforms, aambandsand



The Rogues’ Gallery

Paramilitary leader s with long histories as drug figures, many facing U.S. extradition
orders, could escape punishment for shippingtonsof cocaineto U.S. shores. Many joined
the AUC only recently, hoping to win amnesty through peacetalks.

No
Photo
Available

No
Photo
Available

Salvatore Mancuso
The top AUC leader until declaring
himself “*demobilized” in December,
Mancuso was one of the first to
face a U.S. extradition request, a
September 2002 call to face
charges of shipping at least sev-
enteen tons of cocaine to the
United States.

Vicente Castaino

Castano is a longtime narcotrafficker
allegedly implicated in the April 2004
attack that led to the disappearance
of his brother, longtime AUC leader
Carlos Castafio. A New York court has
indicted him for sending thousands of
kilos of cocaine to U.S. shores.
Colombia’s main newsweekly calls him
“the true head of the paramilitaries.”

Victor Manuel Mejia Mlinera

Mejia has long been on FBI most-wanted lists
as a high-ranking figure in the Northern Valle
cartel, Colombia’s largest drug organization.
He is widely considered to have purchased
“franchise rights” to the AUC unit operating
in Arauca, the oil-rich province where U.S.
military personnel have been present for over
two years. Observers were surprised to see
him at the table when the current stage of
talks was launched in July 2004; Mejia was
not before known to be an AUC member.

Ramiro “"Cuco” Vanoy
Chief of the AUC’s Mineros Bloc
based near Medellin, Vanoy is
sought by a Fort Lauderdale court
as an associate of narcotrafficker
Alejandro Bernal Madrigal, or
"Juvenal," who was captured and
extradited in Operation Millenium,
a major 1999 drug sting.

Guillermo Pérez Alzate

Known as "Pablo Sevillano," Pérez heads the
Liberators of the South Bloc. He is wanted by
Colombian police in connection with a ship-
ment of 11 tons of cocaine. He reputedly co-
ordinated the North Valle Cartel's "mule" op-
eration (recruiting women to board planes to
the United States after swallowing sealed
packets of drugs). He paid large sums to the
AUC sometime after 2001 for control of
southern Pacific coast narcotrafficking routes
and for permission to wear the AUC label.

Diego Fernando Murillo

Known as “Don Berna” or “Adolfo Paz,”

the AUC’s “inspector-general,” Murillo

has a long history in Colombia’s drug

underworld, as a figure in the Medellin

Cartel, in the Cali Cartel-backed ef-

fort to kill Pablo Escobar, and as the

head of Medellin’s feared network ofl
hitmen-for-hire. He joined the AUC in

2000 or 2001. A federal prosecutor in

New York, calling him the AUC’s “de

facto leader,” has requested his extradition for drug traf-
ficking. Medellin’s main newspaper, E/ Colombiano, re-
ports that “according to the Judicial Police (DIJIN), the
blocs under his command receive up to $500,000 per
month to guard Diego Montoya Sanchez.” Montoya, a
top leader of the North Valle drug cartel, shares a spot
on the FBI's ten most-wanted fugitives list alongside
Osama bin Laden. In June 2005, Murillo was placed un-
der house arrest for ordering the killing of a local legis-
lator - but this does not appear to be preventing him
from being covered by the lenient “framework law.”

Rodrigo Tovar Pupo
Known as “Jorge 40,” Tovar runs
the AUC's Northern Bloc and alleg-
edly controls the lion's share of
narcotrafficking in Colombia's At-
lantic Coast region. The U.S. gov-
ernment requested his extradition
in July 2004.

Francisco Javier Zuluaga Lindo

Known as "Gordo Lindo" in the drug under-
world, Zuluaga is the political chief of the
AUC's Pacific Bloc. He was an associate of No
the Medellin cartel's Fabio and Jorge Ochoa

and later, a partner of "Juvenal" (see “Cuco” Photo
Vanoy at left). A court in Fort Lauderdale H
requested Zuluaga's extradition in 1999, Available
but he has evaded capture. Along with Mejia,
his presence at the Ralito negotiating table
in July 2004 surprised many who did not
know him to be a paramilitary associate.

Hernan Giraldo Serna
Head of the Sierra Nevada de Santa
Marta paramilitaries, Giraldo has
fought other paramilitary leaders, par-
ticularly Rodrigo Tovar, for control of
Caribbean trafficking routes. The AUC
allegedly sought to rein in Giraldo af-
ter he ordered the murder of two U.S.
Drug Enforcement Administration
(DEA) agents, a crime for which the
United States seeks his extradition.




Paramilitarization from the ground up

Paramilitary groups are increasing their influence over local
governments and economies.

Sucre- Congrassmen and
senators allegedly meet
regularly with
paramilitaries; attorney-
general’s office allegedly
under AUC influence

Cordoba- Absolute
control in much of
department. Several
mayors and legislators
openly support AUC

Antioguia- salid control of
Medellin slums and most
Medellin organized-crime
activity; privabe security

businesses and some cable

TV outlets throughout state

Atlantico- ALC zllegedly
controls sales of lottery
tickets and takes cut from
public health funds

Caldas- Most of this coffee-
grawing region’s best land in
AUC leaders’ hands; control of
some municipal governments

Valle del Cauca-
Increasing control of
cable TV franchises in Cali

Tolima- Systematic AUC
extartion of farmers in all
36 counties

Magdalena- State
governar ran unapposed
after opponents quit race

citing AUC threats

La Guajira - Capital city (Riohacha)
mayor arrested for channeling public-

health funds to AUC

Cesar- State governor ran
unopposed after opponents
quit race citing AUC threats

o

Norte del Santander- Mayar, several
presecuters under investigation for AUC tles;
paramilitaries control much everyday business,
including private security firms

Bogota- AUC contral of legal commerce

in some neighborhoods (Los Martires,
Santa Fe) and main wholesale food-
distribution center; private security firms

Meta- Skimming from
government contracts, mayors
alleged to have ties (El Dorado,

El Castillo)

“Today the country is becoming aware that - following an offensive that
involved terrible crimes - a substantial portion of national territory, of mil-
lions of people’s daily lives, of politics, of the economy and local-government
budgets, and an unknown amount of power and influence at the level of
central-government institutions like the Congress, is in paramilitary hands.”
- Alvaro Sierra, deputy editor, E/ Tiempo (Bogota, Colombia), September 2004




inggnia, carrying heavy wegpons livingwithmilitary discipline
on remoteencampments, and carrying out bloody offensives
to expand into new territory. Whilethere still are plenty of
these truly “paramilitary” paramilitaries — especially in
strategically (or narcotically) important rural zones—they
are becoming obsolete, athrowback to the eraof Carlos
Castario, the onetime paramount paramilitary leader
whowasforced out, and eventualy killed, by members
of thenew wave of narco-paramilitary leaders.

Instead, in the many regions of the country where
their military control isuncontested (by theguerrillasor
themilitary), theAUC'sblocsareincreasingly coming
toresembleltdian-stylemafias. “In Colombiawemay
be entering an ‘alaitaliana phase,” writes analyst
Alvaro Camacho, “inwhich control and protection of
illegal activity extendsitsalf and accelerates, threatens
free enterprise, overflowsinto politicsand becomesa

Likeltaly’'smafias, the paramilitariesare getting invol ved
in politicsin order to drain money from public coffers.
Particularly in the northern part of the country, the
paramilitarieshavemanagedtoget “their” candidatese ected
to governorships, mayor’soffices, town councils, university
presidencies, and even Colombia’s Congressand Senate.
Thisdlowsthemto g phon off alucrativecut of al government
contractsand otherwisetap into municipa and departmenta
treasuries. Whilethisis something that guerrillashave also
doneto fund themselves (such asthe ELN’saccessto oil

Rep. Rocio Arias escorts

. . Salvatore Mancuso into
naNfOI'mOf Orga‘“zwcnmethat mUﬁ beajdajtothe Colombia’s Congress for a very

dready long list of threatsto Colombian democracy.”t®  controversial July 2004 address.
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30 percent of the Colombian Congress. Whilenot dl of these
legidatorsarewillingly doing the paramilitaries’ bidding, a
few are enthusiastic backers. Themost visibleare Rocio
Arias and Eleonora Pineda, who represent paramilitary
strongholdsin northern Antioquiaand southern Cordoba
departments. Ariasand Pineda
werethedrivingforcebehinda
controversid July 2004 address
to the Congressby paramilitary
leaders Mancuso, Duqgue and
Ramon |saza.

Ariasand Pinedabelongtoa
new politica party, “ Colombia
Viva,” many of whosemembers
express open support for the
paramilitaries. Theparty includes
thirteen members of the
Congress, 27 mayors and 388
town councilmembers. Many other paramilitary-backed (or
paramilitary-controlled) politiciansbelong to Colombia’'s
traditiond parties.

Themerefact that paramilitary supportersareparticipating
inthe democratic processisnot necessarily bad news—a
measure of successworking“withinthesystem” couldbean
incentivefor al armed groupsto choosethe ballot box over
therifle. Thetroubleis, just asguerrillagroupsdidinthepast
with disastrousresults, the paramilitariesare choosing both.
“The paramilitaries are forging ties with the Colombian

royalties in Arauca
department), the paramili-
tariesaretaking over politics
not in remote, neglected
zones, but in some of
Colombia’'s  principal
population centers.

|
“The paramilitaries are forging ties with

the Colombian political class even here,
in this Congress, while they kill people
along the length and breadth of the
country. What is being built in Colombian
territory are ‘death clubs’ that kill

political classevenhere,inthis
Congress, while they kill
people along thelength and
breadth of the country,”
warned Rep. Gustavo Petro,
a former member of the
disbanded M-19 guerrillas, in

Unlike Italian mafiosi, opponents.” - Rep. Gustavo Petro
though,theparanilitariesdso . ______________________________________________________________|

seemtobegetting involvedin paliticsfor itsown sake. Many
blocshavedevel oped asocial discourse (if not anideology)
that —whileit stressesorder, tradition and property —includes
so much populist advocacy for the poor, including callsfor
land reform, that it soundsabit liketheguerrillas' rhetoric.
Paramilitary “foundations,” meanwhile, are paying for road-
building, health servicesand devel opment projectsin much
of northern Colombia

After the 2002 legidative e ections, paramilitary leader
Savatore Mancuso boasted that theAUC controlled at |east

an October 2004
congressiona debate. “What
isbeing builtin Colombianterritory are‘ death clubs’ that kil
opponents.” 4

Theparamilitaries “combination of al formsof struggle”’
goes well beyond electoral power and violence against
political opponents. Likeany proper mafia, theAUC sblocs
haveincreased their control over much of Colombia sillegal
economy. Not just the drug trade (of which, according to
U.S. Ambassador William Wood, they control about 40
percent), but a big share of contraband smuggling,
counterfeiting, prostitution, and gang activity.
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Extortionisamagjor illega incomesource. A * high-level
security-force source” told El Tiempo about this
phenomenon in the Caribbean port city of Santa Marta,
which extends “from the
1,000 pesos (40 cents)
they charge each street
vendor in Santa Martato
the 250,000 to 500,000
($100to $200) that every
truck that enters the port
must pay ... and we're
talking about ships that
need 70 trucks to unload
them.”16

Recently, the para-
militaries have begun to
expand their incomefrom
Colombia slega economy.
They areincreasing their shareof local-government contracts,
especidly fundsfromthe Subsidized RegimenAdminidration
(ARS), a program of block grants from the central
government to provide hedlth carefor the poorest. Colombian
authoritiesareinvestigating asmany as 63 casesof ARS
fundsbeing diverted to the paramilitaries.’’

The AUC'’s “Catatumbo Bloc”

Likedrug cartelsbeforethem, paramilitary groupsare
setting up their own companiesto provideserviceslikeprivae
security and cabletelevision in urban areas. Competitors
are being run out of business—and not by the paramilitary
companies superior serviceor low prices.

This model of encroachment on the state and legal
economy, combined with continued violent territoria control
inleaguewithlongtimesupporters, may point theway tothe
futureof right-wing violencein Colombia Asméfiasinleague
with landowners, ranchers, drug lords and other monied
interests, ex-paramilitariesmay nolonger needto maintain
costly “ self-defensegroups.”

Instead, the near future may seethe AUC’scomponent
blocs evolveinto dangerous hybrids of organized-crime
syndicate and death squad, something smilar totheso-cdled
“hidden powers’ that have cometo dominate much of post-
conflict Guatemaa’® Loose networksof wedthy individuals,
sectorsof the military, criminalsand former armed-group
members will benefit from corruption, threaten and kill
would-bereformerssuch ashumanrightsactivisssand union
leaders, dominatelocal media, carry out “socia cleansing”
campaignsaganst street criminals, drug addicts, prostitutes

demobilizes, December 2004.

and other “undesirables,” and even provide socia services
through their own non-governmental organizations.

Much of rurad Colombiaisalready represented by corrupt
political bosses who govern through patronage and
backroom, machine
politics. If theAUC snew
version of “combination of
al formsof Sruggle’ serves
them well, this old guard
may soon bereplaced by a
new class of corrupt
political bosses.

The new congressmen,
senators, governors and
mayorsthey elect would be
quite different from the
political-machine hacks of
old. They would be part of
anational political project:
onethat isvaguely right-wing, intimately tied tothedrug trade
and other criminal networks, representstheinterestsof a
Paedlithiclarge-landholding class, and fredly usesviolence
whenthe political processgetsintheway of their agenda. If
their “armed campaigning” dlowsthemtoincreasetheir hare
of control over government ingtitutions—if the* para-state”
isallowed to grow withinthe state— Colombiawill finally
becomethe* narco-democracy” that U.S. drugwarriorshave
worried about for solong.

| sabreakdown better than abad peace agreement?

Though the mafiascenario suggested here describeswhat
might happen after abreakdown of negotiations, it may be
the exact outcomethat the paramilitary |eadership hopesto
gainfrom apeace agreement, too.

It strainstheimagination to think that AUC leaderswith
long historiesin Colombia scrimina underworld—figures
like Don Berna, “ Jorge 40" or “Macaco” —truly plan to
retire and pursue new lives as gentleman farmersor local
politicians. If that weretheir truegod, it would not begreetly
hindered by anegotiated settlement that first putstheminjail
for several years, takes away their ill-gotten assets, and
requires their rank-and-file to reveal details about their
organization.

Nonetheless, the paramilitary leadership vociferously
opposes such measures; itscommuniqués have nothing but

angry wordsfor Senator Pardo and otherswho have pushed
for tougher measures.



A U.S. Policy of Ambivalent Support

“Support for peace should be the easiest of deci-
sions. But in Colombia it is not,” U.S. Ambassador
William Wood said in June 2004. Washington is adopt-
ing a tricky position of modest support and strong
criticism, of moving toward helping to demobilize
paramilitary fighters while simultaneously seeking to
extradite their leaders on drug charges.

U.S. shows of financial support have been rela-
tively small and tentative. In 2003 USAID spent
$150,000 in Andean Counterdrug Initiative (ACI)
funds “to advise the Colombian government as they
design demobilization/reintegration programs.” This
sort of logistical support continued in 2004, while
an underfunded and heavily questioned OAS verifi-
cation mission got hundreds of thousands of dollars
for its launch.

Though the U.S. contribution to the AUC process
has been small, its outlays exceed those of other
donors - Sweden, the Netherlands, and the Baha-
mas - whose support has mostly gone to the OAS
mission. Like the European Union, the United States
has indicated that the overall process will be easier
to support once Colombia’s Congress approves a
“framework law” to cover those accused of serious
abuses, dismantle paramilitarism, and compensate
victims.

Meanwhile, the U.S. Justice Department’s requests
to extradite paramilitary leaders on narcotrafficking
charges are often referred to in Colombia as a “sword
of Damocles” hanging over the talks. The official
U.S. position is that these extradition requests are
not negotiable. Less clear, though, is whether the
Bush administration would choose to downgrade re-
lations with the Uribe government if, after a nego-
tiation concludes, the requests for AUC extraditions
go unfulfilled.

If the paramilitary leadership getsmost of theimpunity it
wants, with no questions asked, from the negotiations, its
trangtiontoamafiaor “hidden powers’ mode will facefew
obstacles. The same hard-right landowning and
narcotrafficking interests that helped establish today’s
paramilitarieswould continueto seek away to keep guerrillas
at bay and the political left weak and intimidated. The
warlordswho comprisetoday’sAUC leadership—including
therecently arrived narcotraffickerswho would most benefit
fromanon-extradition guarantee—would continueto profit
from illegal activity (drugs, counterfeiting, smuggling,
kidnapping and extortion) and to makeinroadsinto the state
andthelega economy.

In other words, alenient negotiated agreement —one
based on a weak “framework law” that gives the
paramilitariesmuch of what they want—would havevirtudly

The Bush administration wants to give a different
treatment to rank-and-file paramilitaries, express-
ing some interest in funding their demobilization, dis-
armament and reintegration (DDR). For 2005, USAID
has set aside $3.25 million in Andean Counterdrug
Initiative (ACI) funds (under the “Democracy” cat-
egory) for this purpose.

The U.S. contribution may increase little in the
near term, for two important reasons. First, giving
aid to demobilized paramilitaries may be illegal. Sec-
tion 803 of the USA-PATRIOT Act makes those who
“harbor or conceal” terrorists subject to fines or up
to ten years in jail. The Justice Department has
advised the State Department that it could be a
jailable offense to fund the demobilization even of
those who have renounced membership in terrorist
groups like the AUC. Discussions continue between
Justice and State about, in the words of Washing-
ton Post columnist Marcela Sanchez, “whether a
terrorist can stop being a terrorist.”

Second, the U.S. Congress is not enthusiastic
about supporting the AUC talks. The House-Senate
Conference Committee that drew up the 2005 for-
eign aid bill made clear its belief “that the costs of
demobilizing illegal armed groups should be borne by
the Colombian Government, not the United States.”
The conferees signaled their concern “that the de-
mobilization process is being undertaken without ad-
equate safeguards to ensure the dismantling of For-
eign Terrorist Organizations, to deter members of
such groups from resuming illegal activities, or to
prosecute and punish those involved in drug traf-
ficking and human rights violations,” adding that they
“do not believe the Administration should request
funds in fiscal year 2006 for the demobilization/rein-
tegration of members of such FTOs unless it is for
limited activities.”

thesameresult asaprematureruptureinthetalks. Themain
differencewould beinthe short term, asarupturecarriesa
risk of a short-term burst of violence (the “chainsaw”
scenario) initsimmediate aftermath. Otherwise, a weak
peace agreement that fails to stop Colombia’s
paramilitarization would yield the same outcome as no
peace agreement at all.

Theimportanceof aclear U.S. (and inter national donor)
position

Theimplication of al thisisclear: if the paramilitary
|eadership showsno flexibility onissueslike punishment,
accountability, reparationsand dismantlement, it would not
betragicto let thetalks collapse. It makes sensefor the
Colombian government to take afar tougher negotiating
positionthanit hasto date.
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The Colombian government’stop
peace negotiator, Luis Carlos |
Restrepo, has said that to do so—for
instance, to adopt the Pardo bill’s
provisions — would have made it
impossiblefor himto negotiatewiththe
AUC leadership: “ Smply throughmere
persuasion, | cannot convince people
to cometo aconcentration zoneand
demobilize if al of them, without
exception, areto bejudged.”*® Though
he threatened to resign in February
rather than be forced to negotiate
under atougher law —agambit that apparently hel ped win
him aweaker |law —Restrepo’scomplaint was off the mark.
If aweak agreement islikely to bring roughly the sameresult
as a collapse, Restrepo need not bend so far to keep the
taksdight.

Taking atougher lineon paramilitary dismantlement, and
risking abreakdown in talks, of course carriesapolitical
cost. The penalty for failure at the negotiating table grows
ever higher asMay 2006 € ections approach and President
Uribe seeksasecond term (if Colombia’s Supreme Court
upholdsacondtitutiond changedlowinghimto standfor re-
election).

Restrepo.

Thiscost can be reduced —and the Uribe government’s
resolve can be strengthened —if the United Statesand other
international donors send aclear messagethat they will not
support a process that
legalizesanew mafia-plus-
death-squad power
structurein Colombia. By
doing so, they can offer
badly needed leverage to
Colombians doing the
difficult work of trying to
prevent a negotiation
process that ends up
legitimizing paramilitariz-
ation. Whilethe prospect of
disarming and reintegrating
thousandsof paramilitary fighters—most of them poor young
menwithfew opportunities—isapromising one, donor nations
must makeclear that it must not go hand-in-hand withaded
that fallsto dismantle paramilitarism. Peacewill not result if
murderersand drug-dedersareabletolegdizetheir defacto
power.

that the Colombian

Colombian government
negotiator Luis Carlos

I write to express my
concern over recent reports

Congress is on the verge of
approving a version of
demobilization legislation

that would leave intact the
complex mafia-like structures and
wealth of FTOs such as the AUC

paramilitary group.”
(R-Indiana), May 2005.

" - Sen. Richard Lugar

Asof mid-2005, the Bush administration hasnot
sadthiscearly. Someofficidshaveins sted, asnow-
retired Undersecretary of Statefor Political Affairs
Marc Grossman didin February, that the Colombian
framework law “ should guaranteethedismantlement
of the AUC, stop itsfinancing and confiscate its
properties” But theadministrationisclearly anxious
to avoid disagreements with Alvaro Uribe — its
closest dly inLatin America—and itstone softened
as it became evident that the “framework law”
coming out of Colombia’'s Congress would be a
weak one.

According to the Woodrow Wilson International
Center for Scholars summary of U.S. Ambassador
WilliamWood' sremarksat aJune 14 event, theambassador
“described the Uribe government’sgoal inthe AUC peace
processasreducing violence againgt theinnocent. Heargued
that the human rights debatein Colombiahad shifted away
from the protection of theinnocent to the punishment of the
guilty. ‘ Bad guys weregoing to get more out of the peace
processthan they deserved, he maintained, but innocent
peoplewerea so likely to get from the peace processwhat
they so desperately needed. To what degree were people
willing to put peace at risk, he asked, for stricter standards
of jugtice?’

Thislineof argument, which focusesmoreon punishment
than dismantlement, missesthe point entirely. By failingto
dismantleparamilitarism, thenegotiation processinitscurrent
formwill do far more*to put peaceat risk.” Greater hope
for peaceliesin an agreement creating strong mechanisms
for dissolving the shady
nexusof paramilitaries, drug
lords, large landholders,
crooked politicians and
military hardlinersfor whom
a weak peace agreement
will be a key step toward
greater power. Not to
mention avoidance of
extradition to the United
States.

The U.S. line on
paramilitarization must becomesignificantly tougher, evenif
it means open disagreement with President Uribe. Infact,
the Bush administrationwould dowel | to heed the advice of
theU.S. Congress, including prominent Republicansin both
houses.



“Websdlieveitiscrucid that paramilitariesseeking benefits
from demobilization berequired tofirst disclosefully their
knowledge of the operative structure of these FTOs[Foreign
Terrorist Organizations] and theroleof individua members
inillegd activities andtoforfeit therillegaly acquired assts”
read abipartisan February 2005 |etter to President Uribe
signed by the Republican chairmen of both the House
| nternational Relations Committee (Henry Hydeof I1linois)
and the Senate Foreign Relations Committee (Richard Lugar
of Indiana). Senator Lugar followed upinMay with aletter
to Uribe expressing concern* that the Colombian Congress
ison theverge of approving aversion of demobilization
legidation that would leaveintact the complex mafia-like
structuresand wedlth of FTOssuch astheAUC paramiilitary
group.”

Thisis the sort of clear, unequivocal message about
paramilitary dismantlement that should be coming fromthe
executive branch. If the Bush administration ultimately lacks
the political will to send thismessage, it will beup tothe
U.S. Congressto make surethat no taxpayer dollarsgoto
support a demobilization process that whitewashes
paramilitary power and setsback theruleof law in Colombia
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