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!=OLOMBIA : ANOTHEr! EL SALVADOR?

01- mojor countr ie s in Latin America, Col ombio is perhop s the least

\~'ell k nown in the United Statess. Never't/'"Iele~;s, for many oecode s Colornblo

has successfully expor te d the image of an almost p~rfect democrocv in

.. hich the rnil itur v is under civilian control ono elections for the presidency

and other publ ic orrices are held peacefully in accordance 'with established

rul es.

Unlike other t.ctin ,".rner'lCan countr-ies ... hich are cnroniccl lv

unstable, Colombia nos experienc ec s inc e 1901 no political revol ut icns and

only one coup d'etat (1953-1957 );trlis "pl"ivlleged" '"st.col'y 'I'B lnspir-ed the

most rovor-ob l e in ter-pr-e tut ions of Colombi'an democracy ,,"ithin the

U. S. .despite the gr-o",ing preocupations vith an Image of drug trcde .

But. ",,~,»t is the true situation in Col ombio? Con such o glo",mg image of

the country be sustoined ,,,,hen:'

I) The oldest guerrilla force in the 'w'orld exists in
Coiornbia , along "'ith tour other 3imill)j' gro'.lp~ vno hove
gained considerable popularity end cuthor itv both in
their cvn right one as a r esul t of crtsts vithin the tvo
traditional political parties. (It is impo s s ibl e to estimate
the number' of guerr'ill as but some exper-ts put the
number over 20. 000 ).

2) It nos recently come to light thai a Cutho l tc pr test v as
c~:;.eoe::.inated by londowner e becouee of hi~, ce reriee of
the poor. *

-_._----------------------------------------------------------------
*.<>,nanon"'TI10US letter' 'vias published in March of this year', giving the

names of the cs so sins . (See Donie1 Samper Pizano, "Ul cue: un cr-imen
feudal" E1 Tiempo, 80got6, 13 de morza 1985, p. 5-'; .. ) Moreover, last
December- n,e Pl'esident statelj in a pr.ivate meetig w'ith ,'I.I-,-,el'icon bishops
that he ''/.''oss'.Jre thot the murderers of priest ,<>.lvaro Ulcue ·'.....ere
"leI' ratenier,j,e~,".
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These troubling signs force us to pose a number of fundamental

questions -r ques t inns about the noture of these hlo trocttionol por-ties end

obout the r eol extent of public por tic ipct ion in po l itic o l life; about the

distribution of veul til in 'Jener'ol ond lond dtstr tbution in purt icul qr ; about

access 1.0 educational mstitut.ions; about. the level of unernployment and the

pover of the milit.ary and the church , We need to ask prec ie elv vhv , in euch

a aupposedlv ulrno s t pel'fecl. demo cr ot ic r eqrme , ther-e OI'e SO many strikes,

so much violence, so ml)ny pr-ominent querril l o qr oups and such power-ful

narcotics organizations.

This is not the plcce to re sponc to all of these questions, but the issues

vnicb they concer-n are at the basis of Colombtns present drcrno t ic

situation.

On November' 20, 1982. at the instigation of President 8elisQl'io

Betaneur, an Amnesty La", vcs approved by Congress, and in 1984 three of

the four major guerrilla groups signed agreements 'with the Colombian

governr'nent. Both of these 'Jevelopments made decisive co.ntr"ibutions to the

national peace, a peace that is "pushing" its ",ay through but vhose future is

still uncertain because of mul ttpl e onstcctes impeding it.

The slgning of the ncr-e emente proceeded.os fol lowe , The "Armed

Forces of the Colombian Revolution" (FARC) ver e the r tr st to sign JI1 ,",prJ1

1984. The other groups -- the "19th of April Movement" (M-19 1, the "Popular

Ar rny of Liberotion" (EPL) and the "Workers' self defense" (,b.DO)--a1l siqne d

in uctober of the same year'. Only the "Army of National t iber-otion" (ELN)

did not sign. The agl'eements included tr-uces but did not r equir e the

guerrillas to turn over their arms because of past tr eccnerv on the part of

governments.
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The vorious querril lo qroup s have different ideological or ientof ions and

came 10 eome vhot differ-ent agreement, w ith the qover nment .

a) F,6,RC, the lar,~est guerrilla organization, is repor teo to
be supported bv the legal Colombion Cornmunis t party.
I ts agreement included a truce of one year' dlll"ing vhich
F.6,RCmembers (more than 10,000) could r eqcin their
I egol status vithout giving up their arms. There 'Here
also proposals for reforms to establish full democracy
in the country one to 9u('w(mtee the freerjorn for' nev
forces to emerqe on the national scene, ,6, r,i'Jh-level
commrsston \I"OS set up to super-vise the yeor" of tr uce
and the cur r v ino out of the agr"onGn r etorro s .

b) The ver y active and popular "19th of ,6,prll Mo',/ement"
(t·!\-19) ie I] notionolist qroup thot rjer"ived it s nurne
rrom the ,jote in 1970 'when the victory of GU3t,l"/OROJos
Pjnil lo in the pr esidentio l election 'Wos not r'ecorJni~ed by
the incumbent re qirne . in a fe'" years M-19 'won
tremendous popul Qr-'H~f because of its nortonot ist
ideology and acute tactical skills. The strategy of
making agreements ,lith the qover-nment originated in
1980 vhen most of the foreign ambassadors in Bogoto(
arnong vhorn 'Has !J. S. Ambassador Oiego Asencio) 'Here
kidnapped during an official function.

M-19, the Maoist "Popular Ar my of Liberation" (EPL) and Autodefensa

Obrera (ADO) signed cor-eements inc 1uding cecee-rues and demonds for a

"Not iono l Oialogue." The agreements did not specify exactly vhot the concept

"National Dialogue" 'Has supposed to mean, and this hus t,een vtcerv

discussed since. Fer example, the ve l f -k novn sociologist ur tonco Fals

Borda bel ieve s 'that, the pur-pose of the National Dio l oque "ie to or'9anize the

people in such a fashion that it is they vho contr ol thew po"tlel'" (Correa MP,

NQ8, Bogota, ;\,90'o;to 19c:41.

Essentially, the National Dialogue consists of diacuss ion of national

pr obl ems at all levels--hi9r,-!evel commissions, popular' qroups , "cobildo s

obiertos," ocademic orgoni:otion~;, etc. -- ~;eef;ing soJution~; in accordance

'Hith the needs of the people,
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It is; eos:y to see tho t , in th~ir' seor-ch for peaceful change. these

agr·e~ment.:3 mvolved .'3ub;:;t.ont.ial Q~pect~ of the politico], t:conr:nYlic and

social situation, and trns r en ec ts the ceep crisis of the suuposecper-tec t

dernccr-ocv" of Colombtu . Ho'w'e'ler', it should 0130 be recognized that

President Betancur made tile decis ion to start this attempt to find peaceful

solut ions again5t the \,,Iill of his own (conservctive ) portv ond tr.o t of the

l iber-ol por tv, t,oth of "dllich 0pP03ed tile agreements. Hie tI'a,jltlonal

Colcmtnon cnurcn '''J~'given only timio llnd ambiguous ~".IPPOI"t. Hleir' sense

of professionalism and loyalty to the Constitution have had the ,6,r-rne,j Forces

to 3I.1PPOI'tPr es tdent Betancur. Hovever, such suppor-t doe" not r etl ect the

politico] sentiment of an officer' cor ps , ',,.,-nicni3 cons tunt ly bein'~ incited by

r euc tionor v civilian interests to stage a coup.

Come vno t rnov, 'BetanClW Lc' convinced that vitt.out ,'ef,:"'n',,, an,j ',.,-it'lout

the incorporation of the guerrilla qr oup sinto the nation's political life there

v il l never be peace in Colombia. Hie mcin opposition to the onr eernents

comes basically from the influential and pover-ful right-",ing sectors in each

party, vho cr iticiz e the fact that the guerrilla3 are not r e tur nine theil'

arms. But the his torv of Colombia has snovn that amnesty Im-ls have served

as a pretext to disbcnd ouer rtlto or oupe one assassinate the ir mernber s ,

So, behind the or qument about the return of arms, the oligarchy hide s its

true position: notlting must be allo"led to toucn its pr ivil eqe s .

TlIU", in the pre sent Colombian political situation, trns peoceful attempt

to solve the nation's prob l ems bY' c ivil icn means can be seen as the last

The br eckdovn of this process v il l r-esult once a9Q1I1in I] rcce-tc-rcce

confrontation betveen the guerrilla group5, nov much stronger because

during the truce ti,e\" Ilave increased their effectiveness, I]r"j the ,6,rmed

Forces, ]ookin,~ fOrl,;at'd to the moment ",hen they can t'etlwn to theil' long

battle again5t the guer-r-illa".
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Ij this happens, 'w'eshall see Colombia tr-cns ror med into a nev El

Salvador, A", the populor saying ha'" it, "on ounce oj pr-evention ie worth a

pound of cure." The dernocr ottc current of the United Stales should suppor t

the agreements signed betve en the quer-r il l o groups and the Colombian

government. It is recognized that the Colombian military is not enthusiastic

obout these agr'eements, so the U. 5. er.outo retr-o in trorn enc(ll.u-agit'IQ

mliitary interf erence in the National Dialogue ( as has happened in other

cnses ) and at the some time , activel\'3upport the goal~: and procedures oj

that Dialogue,

Culcmbio is st.ill a land o f the lords, a "serloria1" state. ,II,t the very

leus t , the prcurorn tor political modernrz otton contctnec in the agreements

is a necessary step tovcr-ds economic end social re tor-ms. This i~;Q metter

of notiono l urgency.
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