
COOPERATION IN THE MIDST OF CHAOS: AN EXAMINATION OF 

COLOMBIA’S CIVIL-MILITARY RELATIONSHIP AND ITS EFFORT IN 

COMBATING SOCIO-POLITICAL DESTABILIZATION 

 

by 

 

Harvey A. Schoonover 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of 

The Dorothy F. Schmidt College of Arts and Letters 

in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirement for the Degree of 

Master of Arts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Florida Atlantic University 

Boca Raton, Florida 

August 2010





iii 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

 The author wishes to express his sincere thanks and gratitude to his family for 

their support and encouragement throughout the writing of this manuscript.  The author is 

also grateful for the help that he received from numerous mentors at the US Southern 

Command Headquarters, in Miami, Florida.  The time they spent listening to and 

discussing key issues is greatly appreciated.  Furthermore, the author is also thankful to 

his supervisory thesis committee.  Without their guidance and feedback, the completion 

of this thesis would never have been possible. 



iv 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Author:   Harvey A. Schoonover 

 

Title:  Cooperation in the Midst of Chaos: An Examination of Colombia’s 

Civil-Military Relationship and its Effort in Combating Socio-

Political Destabilization 

 

Institution:   Florida Atlantic University 

 

Thesis Advisor:  Dr. Aimee Arias 

 

Degree:   Master of Arts 

 

Year:    2010 

 

Internal strife has plagued the South American country of Colombia for well over 

forty years. In an effort to combat the different subversive elements within its borders, the 

Government of Colombia developed an interagency counterinsurgency strategy that takes 

a whole-of-government approach.  This approach takes many governmental functions and 

institutions and places them under one counterinsurgency ―umbrella.‖  The cornerstone of 

this interagency model is strong civil-military cooperation.  What this research project 

seeks to accomplish is to first apply the Concordance Theory of Civil-Military Relations 

to Colombia’s unique civil-military relationship.  Secondly, this research project seeks to 

understand how the Colombian interagency counterinsurgency model has balanced the 

country’s security and socio-political development and sustainability.  Specifically, this 

research project attempts to answer the question of how this interagency model of 

counterinsurgency influences socio-political and security sustainability since 
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the implementation of Plan Colombia.  The methodology for this research project will 

include a combination of primary source reviews, comparative case study examination 

and simple trend analysis of significant security and socio-political variables.  This 

methodological approach will best describe the unique political, military and social 

dynamics taking place within Colombia.  This analysis of Colombia’s interagency 

counterinsurgency strategy is relevant not only to Colombia but to many other countries 

facing similar challenges in Latin America and around the world.  The applicability of 

this model to other insurgency scenarios will also be briefly examined. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

 For well over forty years, the South American country of Colombia has been 

plagued by internal conflict and ideological strife.  The Colombian government has been 

locked in a struggle of political legitimization and survival against various politically 

insurgent elements and groups.  The effects of this internal struggle ravaged Colombia for 

a greater part of its existence in the 20
th

 Century.  The effects of this conflict brought 

Colombia to the edge, to a point where the country was teetering on the brink of collapse 

and very possibly becoming a ―failed state.‖  In response to this out-of-control situation, 

the Colombian state, Colombian political and military leaders, and the Colombian 

civilian population have united in an effort to regain control of their war-torn country.  

The result of this unification is detailed and personified in the political-military strategies 

that the Colombian state has been implementing since 1999. 

 The first such strategic effort, in this continuous struggle, which allowed the 

Colombian state to regain control of many parts of the country, was Plan Colombia.  

Plan Colombia provided clear strategic and operational guidelines for the state’s political 

and defense apparatuses.  Even though Plan Colombia did not stop the illicit trafficking 

of narcotics, as hoped by several of Colombia’s supporters, it did provide the government 

of Colombia with a clear direction for future defense initiatives. What followed Plan 

Colombia were different military campaigns and democratization policies.  Within 

tactical and operational confines, the military campaigns had a tremendous impact on the 
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different insurgent elements of Colombia.  However, what the Colombian government 

learned from these military engagements was that after the state’s defense forces 

―cleared‖ zones of the country of insurgent control and then exited these zones, guerrilla 

groups would return and reestablish their control over the once ―cleared‖ areas. 

In order to counter this destabilizing effect, Colombian political and military 

strategic thinkers developed further counterinsurgency (COIN) doctrines which employed 

a whole-of-government approach.  The main driving force behind this strategy was the 

concept that once Colombian defense forces cleared zones of the countryside, the 

Colombian National Police would secure these areas.  Once the National Police secured 

these areas, other Colombian governmental institutions and ministries would arrive in 

these newly secured areas and help the local populace with different social and economic 

advancement projects.  What resulted were different democratic consolidation plans 

which brought many governmental functions and institutions under one 

―counterinsurgency umbrella.‖ This particular approach, primarily in a post-Plan 

Colombia security environment, has been referred to as an interagency model of 

counterinsurgency.  This interagency approach not only provides security improvements, 

but also the possibility of socio-political advances.  

The ideas behind this interagency doctrine can be attributed to strong civil-

military cooperation, between not only the civilian political leaders and the military 

institution, but also between the civilian populace and the military.  This strong triangular 

relationship, along with improved security levels and socio-political conditions, has led to 

sustainable governance in many areas of Colombia.  This sustainable governance is 

encompassed by the ability of the Colombian government to provide for the well-being of 
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its people, something which is part of the social contract that the government has with the 

people and which is part of the concept of democracy.   

This new approach has helped contribute to Colombia experiencing improved and 

more importantly, sustainable socio-political advances.  Many international policy 

makers, who face the same security concerns in their own countries, want these same 

advances and have asked the main question, which is also the research question for this 

project: 

How has the Colombian model of counterinsurgency affected the overall stability within 

the country?  Specifically, how is this interagency model of counterinsurgency impacted 

by civil-military relations and how does it influence socio-political and security 

sustainability? 

By researching answers to these questions, we are that much closer to deciphering and 

evaluating Colombia’s approach and possibly looking at this approach for potential 

application in other similar scenarios.    

Research Objectives 
 

In order to answer the research question of this project and to carefully examine 

Colombia’s counterinsurgency strategy and the impact it has had, six research objectives 

were created.  The research objectives of this study are: 

 Understand the evolution of Colombia’s COIN Strategy/Model.  

The different security policies and strategies since Plan Colombia, have implemented 

ideas and concepts that were developed in a post-Plan Colombia environment.  The only 

problem that arises is how to accurately define and explain the evolution of these 

different strategies.  
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 Understand/explain Colombia’s civil-military relationship during the 

implementation of Colombia’s COIN Strategy. 

It is apparent that Colombia’s civil-military relationship has been a contributing factor to 

the success that the state has experienced in certain areas of Colombia.  However, certain 

ideological conflicts ensue as a result of this relationship.  The state’s political objectives 

and definition of success, differs from that of other groups within the Colombian 

government, most notably the Colombian military establishment. 

 Apply the Concordance Theory of Civil-Military Relations to Colombia’s current 

civil-military structure. 

When trying to explain Colombia’s unique civil-military relationship, there are numerous 

civil-military relations theories that could be used to describe and explain this 

relationship.  One of the downfalls of many of the theories is that they have a western 

democratic ―flavor‖ to them.  As a result, many mainstream theories are inadequate in 

explaining Colombia’s civil-military relationship.  The theory that best helps explain the 

unique triangular relationship between the state, the military and the people is the 

Concordance Theory of Civil-Military Relations.    

 Analyze the effects of Colombia’s COIN strategy on the country’s security and 

socio-political conditions. 

Today, it is evident that in many parts of Colombia, the living conditions of certain 

segments of the population and in certain areas of the country have improved and some 

have not.  The COIN strategy that the state implemented has resulted in significant 

sustainable socio-political improvements.  The question that now arises is how 

meaningful this impact has been.  As a result of these regional improvements, the issue 
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that develops is whether the improvements have impacted only certain areas or if this is a 

national phenomenon.      

 Analyze changes to Colombian political-military abilities/inabilities since the 

implementation of Plan Colombia. 

With any new policy change there are going to be major shifts and changes in the way 

that a government performs its duties.  In this particular case, the counterinsurgency 

approach that Colombia has adopted has made both positive and negative changes to the 

state’s political-military institutions.  

 Consider the applicability of Colombia’s COIN model to Mexico’s insurgency 

dilemma.  

When confronted with a new security threat, many military and political planners turn to  

strategies that have previously been used, for inspiration and for possible solutions.  In 

recent years, Mexico has experienced the increased mayhem of militarized drug cartels 

wreaking havoc in many areas of the country.  Several researchers have turned to 

Colombia’s experience for any possible solutions.  At the conclusion of this study, the 

strategic ideas and principles that are postulated will be briefly applied to Mexico’s 

security situation.  

Methodology 
 

 This research project will take more of a qualitative approach in its research 

methodology.  Qualitative research uses semiotics, narrative, content, discourse, archival 

and phonemic analysis, and even statistics, tables and graphs (Denzin 2000, 6).  This 

approach allows the researcher and the reader to understand a particular situation in a 

way that a study which only uses quantitative research methods cannot.  Specifically, 



6 

 

within the qualitative methodological branch of social science research, this project will 

be utilizing primary source reviews, secondary source reviews, and case study analysis.  

In addition to these listed methods, this study will also conduct simple statistical trend 

analysis of selected variables.  The purpose of this qualitative data analysis is to examine 

and determine if there are any simple correlations between selected dependent variables 

and Colombia’s COIN doctrine. 

In addition to the qualitative research methods listed above, the comparative 

research method will also be applied in this study.  Specifically, the comparative small-N 

method strategy, Most Similar System Design (MSSD), will be used because of the 

independent and dependent variables that will be chosen for the comparative analysis of 

Colombia’s socio-political conditions, before and after Colombia implemented its COIN 

doctrine.  The MSSD is sometimes referred to as Mill’s Method of Difference, in honor 

of its developer, philosopher John Stuart Mill (Mill 2006, 460).   This comparative 

methodology is, in essence, a classical method in the overall process of comparing case 

studies with similar significant independent variables within a small-N sample.  

Comparative scholar, Robert Putnam used this method in his 1994 book, Making 

Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy.  Putnam’s work compared measures 

of civicness and institutional performance in different regions of Italy.  Even though the 

two regions (the northern and southern region of Italy) that he examined had similarities 

in the divergent paths within the emergence of civicness, the end results that were yielded 

were different.   The comparative case study approach attempts to apply the logic of 

experimentation to case studies (Druckman 2005, 334).  The logic is based on the idea, in 

quasi-experimental based research, of reducing threats to internal validity through the use 
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of control groups (Druckman 2005, 334).  The case study counterpart, or the case study 

feature, that resembles this particular aspect of the control group used in a quasi-

experiment, is the mismatch of variables (Druckman 2005, 335).  MSSD entails the 

selection of two or more cases with a variety of dimensions.  The cases are similar on all 

independent variables and due to a hypothesized influence, the dependent variables of 

interest will result differently (Druckman 2005, 335).  In this study, what will aid in this 

comparative examination will be a comparative historical analysis of two different cases.  

Finally, in order to systematically analyze the evolution of Colombia’s strategy, a 

strategy formulation and evaluation guide created by the US Army War College Strategic 

Studies Institute will be used.   

Study Significance & Anticipated End Results 
 

The idea of strong civil-military cooperation and the impact that it has on 

effective counterinsurgency strategy formulation and execution is one that has not been 

fully examined in modern COIN strategy studies.  This supposition is extremely true in a 

Fourth Generation Warfare environment.  Fourth Generation Warfare (4GW) is conflict 

characterized by the blurring of the lines between war and politics, soldier and civilian 

(Lind 1989). Fourth Generation Warfare involves conflict such as terrorism, low-intensity 

conflict, and highly decentralized warfare which is complex and long term (Lind 1989).
1
 

The understanding of insurgency and counterinsurgency warfare, in a Fourth 

Generation context, is one that has not fully evolved into a viable entity.  There is too 

much attention on individual tactics and strategies concerning the deployment of forces 

and the movement to contact aspect of COIN warfare.  However, what is needed is the 

realization that before military forces can actually engage in COIN operations, there 



8 

 

needs to be some type of effective political and social base from which continued support 

can be acquired.  Counterinsurgency warfare takes place over a span of many years.  If a 

force does not have the effective support that it needs, then it is destined for tactical and 

operational failure.  Solid civil-military relations and cooperation is critical for the 

success of COIN operations.  In some instances, civil-military relations may be a force 

inhibitor rather than a force multiplier.  In the case of Colombia, strong civil-military 

relations have been a force multiplier.  In addition to being a force multiplier, the impact 

that civil-military relations has had on Colombia’s COIN doctrine has enabled many 

democratically consolidated areas (areas in which democratic control has been restored 

by the state) of the country to reap the socio-political benefits of this counterinsurgency 

approach. 

Due to the positive impact on the Colombian populace, the results of this study 

are expected to make a significant contribution to the understanding of counterinsurgency 

warfare and politics.  It is anticipated this study will yield results that demonstrate that 

there are correlations between Colombia’s counterinsurgency doctrine and the sustainable 

social, political, and security conditions within the country.  In addition to these possible 

results, it is also anticipated that the idea of Colombia’s model being worthy of 

replication will also be presented.  Finally, this research project will also be answering a 

question that was presented on the 2009 US Army War College Key Strategic Issues List 

(KSIL).  This introduces the opportunity for further research in this particular arena of 

counterinsurgency warfare and politics.   
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II. CIVIL-MILITARY RELATIONS, DOMESTIC POLITICS AND IRREGULAR 

WARFARE 

 

Modern counterinsurgency (COIN) strategy studies tend to focus on various 

components of COIN strategy and doctrine.  Taking a ―step back‖ and examining macro-

level aspects of COIN warfare, such as the underlining notions of political, military and 

social support for COIN operations (i.e. civil-military relations), is something that has not 

been fully examined within the field of counterinsurgency studies and which has not been 

effectively presented in the academic literature.  Many studies focus heavily on the 

kinetic concept of warfare as it pertains to COIN strategy execution.  Examples of this 

approach can be found in the work of John Nagl and General David Petraeus. General 

Petraeus is the current Commander of US Central Command, the individual behind the 

United States’ surge strategy in Iraq, and also one of the authors of the US Army’s new 

counterinsurgency field manual.  In John Nagl’s work, he examines military tactics and 

the effects these tactics have on political and policy decisions and vice versa (Nagl 2005).  

General Petraeus’ work examines military influence and the use of force in irregular 

warfare.  General Petraeus has examined the whole-of-government approach in his work, 

but briefly characterizes it as an aspect that takes place after military influence and force 

have been successfully employed, not during or in conjunction with these factors. 

Other major studies have examined the security environment of 

counterinsurgency operations and the socio-political aspects of individuals who engage in 

insurgency operations against major states.  Examples of these types of studies include 
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the work of David Kilcullen and Steve Metz.  David Kilcullen’s work is characterized by 

his approach of understanding operational land concepts/tactics and the strategic 

approach a state takes when effectively engaging in counterinsurgency operations 

(Kilcullen 2004).  Kilcullen defines an effective strategic approach as one that effectively 

defines the security environment based on conflict ethnography (Kilcullen 2009).  Steve 

Metz also examines socio-political aspects of an insurgency, but he specifically looks at 

the personal versus strategic motives of insurgents and the cultural and ethical asymmetry 

in modern insurgency warfare. 

As the above examples illustrate, the nature of contemporary COIN warfare 

studies are significantly stratified in one particular analytical direction.  There are other 

influencers, besides military tactics and land warfare concepts, which impact the overall 

success of functional COIN operations.  One important aspect for success is the concept 

of civil-military relations.  This crucial relationship between not only the civilian 

government and military leaders, but also between the civilian populace and military 

institution, serves as a very important cornerstone for operational and political success.  

This dynamic relationship is evident in the unique case of Colombia.  Colombia’s 

operational success and political/policy development can be attributed, in one way or 

another, to its civil-military relationship.  Without a balanced relationship, the ability of 

the Government of Colombia (GOC) to first establish, and then maintain effective 

security and socio-political sustainability in certain areas of the country would not be 

possible. 
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Civil-Military Relations 

 Civil-military relations can be defined or conceptualized as the relationship that 

exists between civil society (which consists of the civil political establishment and the 

civilian populace) and the military organization established to protect it from external and 

internal threats.  The concept of civil-military relations as an important strategic and 

operational additive to warfare can be traced to the works of Sun Tzu (The Art of War), 

Antoine-Henri Jomini (The Practice and Art of War), and Carl Von Clausewitz (On 

War).  These strategists believed that the relationship between political leaders and 

military leaders was extremely important for the success of any military operation.  

Furthermore, all three strategists came to the realization that major strategic success 

hinges on the ability of the military to serve as the ways 

for the political means of the civilian political 

apparatus.  After all, the military is the armed 

governmental institution which physically protects and 

enforces governmental policy.  Clausewitz took his analysis a step further and theorized 

that a relationship between not only the political establishment and the military leaders, 

but also between the military and the populace and between the people and the political 

establishment, was a necessary factor in the successful conduct of war.  This triangular 

relationship has become referred to as Clausewitz’ Remarkable Trinity.  Figure 2.1 

presents an illustrative format for depicting this relationship.  Within this relationship, the 

key factor of success is the acceptance by the people, or civil-society, of the military and 

political institutions.  When defining this further, the people can be defined as the 

inhabitants of Colombia who have no connection with the political establishment of the 
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country.  The study of civil-military relations is one that incorporates theories from a 

wide spectrum of disciplines such as political science, sociology, international relations, 

history, and various others (Minaudo 2009, 1).  The study of civil-military relations is 

closely associated with different global and interstate military conflicts (Minaudo 2009, 

2).  The first modern theories of civil-military relations were not developed until after 

World War II.  The theories developed since, have taken a progressive approach in their 

explanation of civil-military relations. 

Institutional Theory 

Samuel Huntington viewed the differences between the civilian world and the 

military world as a contrast between attitudes and societal values.  The substance of 

Huntington’s theory of civil-military relations is what he called objective civilian control 

of the military.  Huntington’s theoretical idea was presented in his seminal work, The 

Soldier and the State: The Theory and Politics of Civil-Military Relations.  In this 

treatise, Huntington examined the professionalism of Western militaries.  What 

Huntington concluded was that the Officer Corps of a military has a substantial impact on 

civil-military relations.  Huntington examined the Officer Corps of the West and 

determined that this particular element is a professional group that is embodied by 

military officers who view their profession strictly as a profession, rather than as a right 

to gain access to a country’s power, authority, and riches (Huntington 1985, 7).  This 

sense of officer professionalism can be seen in the Oath of Office that officers recite 

when they receive their commission. The wording of the current oath for United States’ 

commissioned officers is as follows:  
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"I, _____, do solemnly swear (or affirm) that I will support and defend the 

Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will 

bear true faith and allegiance to the same; and that I will obey the orders of the 

President of the United States and the orders of the officers appointed over me, 

according to regulations and the Uniform Code of Military Justice. So help me God." 

(Title 10, US Code; Act of 5 May 1960 replaced the wording first adopted in 1789, with 

the amendment becoming effective 5 October 1962).  

As this oath of office specifies, officers of the United States Armed Forces pledge their 

allegiance to the Constitution of the United States.  This allegiance to the United States 

Constitution, the social contract between the people and government, is the cornerstone 

which defines an officer and how officers act, within the confines of their profession.  

Professionalism distinguishes the military officers of today from the warriors of previous 

ages and the officers of other countries (Huntington 1987, 7).  Huntington further 

concluded that the approach to professionalism, or officership, in the Western world is 

characterized by the concepts of expertise, responsibility, and corporateness (Huntington 

1987, 8-10).  What was being referred to, was the expertise that the Officer Corps 

developed in directing unimaginable violence on targets of political significance, the 

responsibility of knowing how to properly utilize this expertise, and when to use this 

expertise.  The expertise of the Officer Corps, if used against society, has the ability to 

break the fragile blanket that holds democratic societies together (Huntington 1987, 15). 

With the rise of this professional Officer Corps, the subsequent rise of the military 

as a professional institution accountable to civilian authorities was a trend that followed 

suit within the Western world.  The political growth of Western entities aided in the rise 
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of the professional military institution (Huntington 1987, 32).  The rise of technological 

abilities, the growth of the nation state, and the rise of democratic ideals and parties 

further allowed the military of the Western world to develop as a major civilian 

controlled force (Huntington 1987, 32-33).  In the 1800s there was a trend within 

Western countries to eliminate the link between social status and military rank from the 

inner workings of the Western military.  This further aided in the professional 

development of the military.  The one main aspect that actually transformed the 

professionalism of the military was the formulation of the military’s professional ethics.  

This formulation received a comprehensive examination by Carl Von Clausewitz in Vom 

Kriege (On War) in 1831 (Huntington 1987, 55).  Clausewitz came to the systematic 

conclusion that the ethical approach to any military institution was one that placed 

political objectives of the civilian political authority at the center of any military 

operation (Huntington 1987, 58).   

This establishment of professionalism and succeeding ethical formulation aided in 

the creation of several civilian control apparatuses.  In his work, Huntington established a 

working definition of an operable control agency relationship which placed total 

objective control of the military under civilian authority.  The resulting synthesis created 

what Huntington called the Objective Civilian Control of the Military Doctrine.  This 

maximized the professionalism of the military while at the same time delegating political 

power away from the Officer Corps and the military institution (Huntington 1987, 83).  

Furthermore, this approach eliminates any subjectivity, which induces the military to 

become involved in institutional, class, and constitutional politics (Huntington 1987, 83).   
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Convergence Theory 

 Morris Janowitz applied available sociological concepts in a way to help him 

formulate a number of innovative and interrelated, but not easily exhausted, hypotheses 

about military organizations in modern democratic societies (Burk 1993, 168).  Janowitz 

agreed with Huntington that two separate worlds between the civilian political 

establishment and the states’ military organism existed.  However the main difference 

between the two is that Huntington developed a framework that helped control the 

difference, while Janowitz developed a framework that examined how to make the 

difference less subtle, and in some respect even diminish it.  Janowitz’ framework is 

explained in his Convergence Theory of Civil-Military Relations.  Janowitz presented his 

theory in his 1960 manuscript, The Professional Soldier: A Social and Political Portrait. 

 Within his convergence theory, Janowitz hypothesized that even though the 

military organization of a state (what he calls ―the state’s professionals in violence‖) is 

set in its own ways, there is a slow metamorphosis of this establishment due to new tasks 

that the military is required to perform (Janowitz 1960, 9).  The new tasks that the 

military is delegated to perform resembles more of the skills and orientations common to 

civilian administrators and civilian political leaders (Janowitz 1960, 9).  Due to this 

adjustment, the two separate worlds have started to converge with one another.  This 

convergence, as Janowitz explained, could eventually result in the civilization of the 

military or the militarization of society.  This change is not forced upon military leaders, 

but is more of an evolutionary process that the military has taken due to the advancement 

of technology (Janowitz 1960, 22), obviously oriented towards the conduct of war, but 
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also due to the ease that the role of politics within the context of a military commander 

explaining the goals of military activities to subordinates (Janowitz 1960, 10). 

 Even though there is the possibility for a merging of the two worlds, the 

conservative military establishment will, according to Janowitz, always maintain certain 

sociological traits that define its profession.  The bulk of Janowitz’ manuscript examines 

these sociological traits.  These traits include the organizational hierarchy of the 

institution (strict adherence to discipline and career advancement) (Janowitz 1960, 54-

125), the identity and ideology of the organization (the public service tradition based on 

the military honor code) (Janowitz 1960, 217), and the military’s traditional socio-

political behavior (based on strategic priorities and personal alliances) (Janowitz 1960, 

285-301).  As Janowitz’ work demonstrates there is an intense focus on the different 

institutions that exist within civil-military relations.  

Agency Theory 

Dissatisfaction with existing theories of civil-military relations (due to the fact 

that previous theories were based on objective evidence) caused Peter Feaver to suggest a 

new theory of civil-military relations.  When deducing this theory he established four 

benchmarks.  One, it had to acknowledge the distinct civil-military spheres. Two, it had 

to acknowledge the factors that shape how civilians exercise control over the military. 

Three, it had to transcend the concept of professionalism. Four, it had to be deductively 

derived before it was empirically tested against the historical record (Bland 1999, 9).  

Based on these benchmarks, Feaver created the Agency Theory of Civil Military 

Relations.  He outlined his theory in his 2003 manuscript, Armed Servants: Agency, 

Oversight and Civil-Military Relations. 



17 

 

In his work, Feaver bases his theoretical framework on the principal-agent 

relationship framework.  The principal-agent relationship can be explained as: 

the ubiquitous agency relationship, in which one party (the principal) delegates 

work to another (the agent), who performs that work. Furthermore, this 

relationship is concerned with resolving two problems that can occur in agency 

relationships. The first is the agency problem that arises when (a) the desires or 

goals of the principal and agent conflict and (b) it is difficult or expensive for the 

principle to verify what the agent is actually doing. The problem here is that the 

principal cannot verify that the agent has behaved appropriately. The second is the 

problem of risk sharing that arises when the principal and agent have different 

attitudes towards risk. The problem here is that the principle and the agent may 

prefer different actions because of the different risk preferences (Eisenhardt 1989, 

58). 

Based on this framework, Feaver developed his own understanding of civil-military 

relations that emphasized a relationship between the civilian politicians and the military 

establishment as one that resembled a classic principal-agent relationship.  Feaver’s 

understanding of civil-military relationships helped create a merger between 

Huntington’s and Janowitz’ theories.  Using this framework, Feaver derived a theory that 

specifies the conditions under which we would expect civilians to monitor the military 

intrusively or non-intrusively and the conditions under which we would expect the 

military to work or shirk its duty (Feaver 2003, 3). 

 Feaver’s explanation of this unique relationship is based heavily on his rationalist 

approach to political science.  Feaver’s use of this approach cuts against a trend in the 
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general political science literature to focus on nonmaterial determinants of behavior, be 

they identity, norms, beliefs or ideas (Feaver 2003, 13).  This focus is indeed important 

when a civil-military relationship may be counterintuitive to the set preconditions of the 

aforementioned theories.  Furthermore, when formulating this theory, Feaver based his 

application of the principal-agent relationship to civil-military relations on three 

assumptions.  These three assumptions are: 

1. He assumed the players operate according to some minimal standards of rationality 

(Feaver 2003, 97). 

2. He assumed that the players conceive of themselves as either principals or agents 

(Feaver 2003, 97). 

3. He assumed that there were only two players, a civilian principal and a military agent 

(Feaver 2003, 98). 

After delineating his theory, Feaver devotes the remaining sections of his manuscript to 

synthesizing the practicality of Huntington’s civil-military relations theory to the US’ 

civil-military and political-military dynamics during and after the Cold War era. 

Concordance Theory 

Theorists who observed the above listed theories, noticed that mainstream 

approaches lacked the theoretical base to adequately explain scenarios lacking Western 

attributes.  What was needed was a framework that looked at cultural characteristics of a 

state and determined how best to analyze the civil-military relationship.  One such theory 

is the Concordance Theory of Civil-Military Relations.  The major theorist that first 

proposed this approach was Rebecca L. Schiff.  The concordance theory argues that three 

partners—the military, the political elites, and the citizenry—should aim for a 
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cooperative relationship that might involve separations but does not require it (Schiff 

2009, 32).  Concordance theory does not preclude the separation of civilian institutions 

and the military.  Under certain cultural conditions, civilian institutions or the very idea 

of ―civil‖ by Western standards, may be inappropriate (Schiff 2009, 32).  This lack of the 

requirement of institutional separation and the inadequacy of defining civil institutions 

with Western ideas is critical when it comes to defining the civil-military relations of 

several democratically developing areas, such as Latin America.  

 In a brief synopsis, what Schiff argues is that because of cultural norms (i.e. 

politically based precedent), trying to explain the military as a separate entity of its own 

is an unsuccessful task.  The more you apply Western civil-military non-conforming 

norms, the greater the chance for domestic military intervention, intervention which once 

plagued many countries of Latin America.  Furthermore, the concordance theory 

highlights dialogue, accommodation, and shared values or objectives among the military, 

the political elites and society (Schiff 1995, 12).  This consensus-based approach to 

governance highlights the efforts of the major democratic initiatives that took place in 

Latin America after the end of the Cold War.    Instead of focusing solely on the specific 

type of civil-military relations model, greater focus should be on the agreement on four 

key concepts by all three partners (Schiff 2009, 32).  These four concepts are: 

 Social composition of the officer corps 

 Political decision-making process 

 Military recruitment method 

 Military style (adaptation of military professionalism to a given situation) 
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These four concepts are the predominate variables that exist in terms of civil-military 

relations and concerns in a non-Western context.  Concordance theory tries to achieve 

two goals.  The first is that it tries to explain the institutional and cultural conditions that 

affect relations among the military, the political elites, and society (Schiff 2009, 33).  The 

second goal is that concordance theory aids in the prediction of the lack of agreement by 

the three partners on all four concepts and the possibility of domestic political 

intervention by the military, based on the impracticality of an agreement (Schiff 2009, 

33). 

The concordance theory of civil-military relations is a clear challenge to major 

Western-inspired theories, but it remains a resourceful tool in examining the civil-

military relationship in a non-Western setting.  Schiff offers a two-fold criticism, with 

regards to major Western inspired civil-military relations theory.  First, predominant 

theories are historically and culturally bound to the West (Schiff 1995, 10).  Secondly, 

there is too much emphasis on institutional analysis (Schiff 1995, 11).  This focus on 

institutional analysis lacks the analytical ability to conform to situations where there is no 

clear functional institution to analyze.  There are different issues, values, attitudes, and 

symbols that are present in a non-Western scenario.  These issues, values, attitudes, and 

symbols affect not only the nation’s view of its military’s role, but also the military’s own 

view of its role (Schiff 1995, 11).  The concordance theory takes into account those 

factors that are present and predicts the concordance that must exist in order for there to 

be a successful and functional relationship between the military, the political elites, and 

the citizens.  This relationship is crucial. When concordance exists and if there is mutual 

accommodation, the military is less likely to intervene (Schiff 1995, 13). 
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Civil-Military Relations & Democracy 

Civil-military relations are a core component of the conceptual framework for 

democracy.   At the theoretical level, civil-military relations support the central concern 

of democracy; how people can organize themselves politically so as to preserve their 

liberties while advancing their interests (Feaver 1996, 4)?  However, there is a certain 

problematique that develops when viewing civil-military relations.   The civil-military 

problematique is a simple paradox: the very institution created to protect the polity, is 

given sufficient power to become a threat to the polity (Feaver 1996, 4).  This problem is 

easily resolved through the implementation of a liberal democracy.   

 Civil-military relations, as practiced in a liberal democracy, are based on cardinal 

privileges, norms, rules, and decision making procedures (Bland 2001, 529).  In a 

democracy, the military’s activities and missions are established, controlled, and limited 

by political authorities through governance mechanisms.  These mechanisms broadly 

include constitutions, laws, policies, and regulations (Bruneau 2006, 24).  There are 

seven specific mechanisms a functioning democracy may use to control the military.  

These specific mechanisms are: 1) limits on the military’s mission, 2) limits on the 

military’s size, 3) limits on the military’s budget, 4) constitutional and legal limitations, 

5) the culture of professionalism, 6) societal norms, and 7) a free press (Bruneau 2006, 

24-29).  In addition to the established mechanisms, civil-military harmony within a 

liberal democracy is acquired through political institutions that are capable of formulating 

a rational foreign policy and maintaining a military establishment adequate to support 

state policy (Bruneau 2006, 23).  Furthermore, the relationship of the military with all the 

branches of government (legislative, executive and judicial) is also critical for effective 
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civil-military relations. However, it has been proven through previous studies that the 

fundamentally different cultural norms and conditions that exist between political leaders 

and military officers will always be a source of tension in a democracy (Bruneau 2006, 

23). 

Due to the evolution of new threats, new and developed democracies have begun 

to focus on the dimensions of effectiveness and efficiency in their security forces 

(Bruneau & Trinkunas 2006, 788).  Colombia, an established democracy, is an example 

of a state who has developed new methods to counter the politically subversive elements 

and forces that is faces.   Within a democracy, the evolution of civil-military relations has 

strong linkages to security sector reform (Bruneau 2008, 913).  This is especially true 

when it comes to democratization in a post-Third Wave world.   

In consolidating and consolidated democracies, defense civilians and military 

officers have come to the consensus that the analytical focus exclusively on civilian 

control and on armed forces in national defense is not adequate either empirically or for 

the purpose of developing comparisons (Bruneau 2008, 915).  However, democratic 

civilian control is necessary, but it is also believed that democracy, which requires 

legitimacy beyond institutions, also necessitates that governments, widening security 

sectors be seen as both effective and efficient (Bruneau 2008, 924).  An effective 

professional military and an ample civilian control of the military are not incompatible, 

but actually mutually reinforcing (Bruneau 2006, 29).  This reinforcing condition is 

passable under certain security conditions. 
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The Military & Politics in Latin America 

The military institution in Latin America has historically served as an autonomous 

entity working at times in collaboration with and at other times against the civilian 

political institution.  More often than not, the military institution intruded into civilian 

political control when it was deemed ―necessary‖ for the successful governance of the 

state, or when it blatantly wanted political control to further its individual political 

agenda.  Military intrusion into politics has been a common phenomenon taking place in 

Latin America as a whole (Johnson 1964, 3).  The driving force behind political intrusion 

in the region has been the Officer Corps of the military.  The Officer Corps within Latin 

American militaries have held a prominent position among Latin America’s elites 

(Johnson 1964, 3).  Military officers have always been a part of the existing social 

stratification in Latin America; senior officers occupy a relatively privileged position 

within the social order (Fitch 1998, 37).  

Military control in Latin America has resulted in numerous dictatorships within 

the region.  Spanish America was the first part of the modern world where dictatorships 

became normal, where it became the practice to tutor democrats with guns, where the 

military pronunciamiento was hallowed by tradition, and where military academies 

could—with good reason, be dubbed ―schools of Presidents‖ (Johnson 1964, 4).  For the 

better part of a century, the military caused Latin America to maintain itself in a constant 

state of political agitation.  The constant threat of military takeover or the actual takeover 

of a government by the military caused many civil wars to flare up within the region. 

The issue of what position the military maintained within civil society quickly 

came to the forefront during the Cold War years.  With the constant threat of communist 
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subversion, many militaries tightened their control over their respective countries.  

However, this tightening by the different militaries was at times excessive and thus 

resulted in the attempted or actual violent overthrow by various ruling military juntas.  In 

order to maintain political control, several ambitious military leaders used their troops to 

intimidate the civilian population and ruling elites.  This mobilization of violence for 

personal gain and ambition characterized the military’s main tool of influence during this 

era (Johnson 1964, 4).  With the rising threat of communist subversion in the region in 

the 1970s and 1980s, many militaries turned to harsh tactics of terror in order to maintain 

control over the civilian populace. 

The view that many military leaders had throughout the turbulent era of military 

politics in Latin America was that the ineptitude and corruption of civilian politicians, in 

connection with imported institutions of liberal democracy, was the cause of wretched 

conditions (i.e. economic depressions, land tenurship, etc.) in their individual countries 

(Davies 1997, 3).  In order to counter this negative phenomenon, the Officer Corps of 

many Latin American militaries concluded that only an end to ―politics‖ and the 

establishment of long-term military rule could provide the basis for modernization, 

economic development, and political stability (Davies 1997, 3).  Based on this approach, 

many military entities created explicitly antipolitical military regimes.  The support base 

for these antipolitical establishments originated both in the military’s understanding of 

the region’s history and its assessment of Latin America’s political dilemma (Davies 

1997, 3).  The apolitical style of governing derives in part from the bureaucratic character 

of professionalized militaries, but also from the military’s self image as the embodiment 

of ―national values‖ and guardian of the ―national interest‖ (Fitch 1998, 27).  Military 
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claims to represent ―the national interest‖ have been subjugated to the same skepticism as 

the claims of other elites within Latin American society (Fitch 1998, 37). 

Historically speaking, most twentieth century military ruling governments in 

Latin America were personalistic regimes, led by a single officer who ruled by decree 

(Fitch 1998, 23).  However, many military governments in Latin America typically were 

institutional regimes dedicated to more or less indefinite military rule in order to correct 

what they viewed as serious economic and political obstacles to national security (Fitch 

1998, 23).  This approach of ―selfless duty‖ can be attributed to the praetorian precedent 

of the military establishment that was established during the caudillo era of Spanish 

America.  The resulting military governing bodies faced several challenges.  The major 

challenge that many military regimes faced was the development of a formula for 

legitimizing an extended military rule.  The crises that originally spurred the military 

takeover gradually lost their persuasive power as rationalizations for staying in power 

(Fitch 1998, 27).  The structure of the military institution proved to be fundamentally 

mal-adapted to the political requirements of long-term rule (Fitch 1998, 28).      

The civil governance approach that many Latin American militaries engaged in 

resulted in a legacy of dysfunctional civil-military relations in many countries of Latin 

America.  Many Latin American researchers have tried to apply mainstream theories of 

civil-military relations to the region.  One of these shortfalls to these theoretical 

applications is the Western ―flavor‖ that these theories possess.  The application of these 

theories results in numerous information gaps throughout the analysis.  As a result of 

these gaps, more questions are created than are answered.  In order to apply any type of 
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mainstream theory to the region, what is needed is a clear understanding of what 

encompasses modern Latin American civil-military relations. 

Civil-Military Relations in Latin America 

 Civil-military relations, within the confines of Latin American governance, have 

morphed and evolved in line with the evolutionary concept of democracy in Latin 

America.  The status of any civil-military relationship can be gauged by how citizens, 

politicians, and soldiers act individually, within like minded groups, and towards each 

other (Bland 2001, 525).  This concept is especially true when examining the new 

influence of democracy in Latin America.  The role that democracy plays in Latin 

America is drastic, compared to previous periods of Latin American military politics.  

Democracy has forced Latin American political systems to reclaim three distinct 

characteristics of democratic civil-military relations.  These distinct characteristics are: 

first, the military must be politically subordinate to the democratic regime; second, 

democratic consolidation requires policy control of the armed forces by the 

constitutionally designated civilian authorities to whom the military is professionally and 

institutionally subordinate; and third, military personnel are subject to the rule of law 

(Fitch 1998, 36-38).  However, as a result of these characteristics, the working 

relationship between all three major actors evolved into a give and take relationship that 

included differences in how the regime is effectively governed.  These differences equate 

into various civil-military relationships based on perceived notions and political 

precedent.   
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Concordance and Latin American Civil-Military Relations 

The concordance theory as applied to Latin American civil-military relations is 

not the official reasoning for the formulation of this theory.  The concordance theory, 

when applied to Latin America is a novelty.  The theory aids in the explanation of civil-

military relations in Latin America, because it takes into account certain historical 

conditions, which are present in Latin America. 

There are three levels on which the Latin American historical experience 

distances the region considerably from the application of mainstream models of civil-

military relations (Pion-Berlin 2001, 94).  The first level is the validity of the principle of 

subordination (Pion-Berlin 2001, 94).  The second level of Latin America’s history that 

inhibits the successful use of common civil-military relations models is the military 

sector’s relative power and the nature of its potentially autonomous actions (Pion-Berlin 

2001, 94).  Full subordination will never materialize, which in turn would allow the 

military to remain an autonomous entity.  As Latin America’s political history illustrates, 

militaries in Latin America have and continue to have a tendency to hold strong and 

unconditional autonomy (Pion-Berlin 2001, 95).  This autonomy equates into governance 

quarrels with the civilian governmental apparatus.  The last historical level that prevents 

the successful implementation of  mainstream models of civil-military relations to Latin 

America is the differences in professionalism discourse of Latin American militaries, 

when compared to major western militaries.  Concordance successfully explains these 

dynamics in a way that other theories cannot.  
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Civil-Military Relations & Irregular Warfare 

 The nature of civil-military relations within a particular state has an important 

impact on the ability and effectiveness of its armed forces.  Many mainstream civil-

military relations tend to focus on the civil-military relationship of a state during conflict 

between states.  Much of what Sun Tzu, Jomini, and Clausewitz theorized dealt with this 

particular context.  However, the effectiveness of the armed forces and the civilian 

political institution to cooperate is especially important within the contemporary strategic 

context of complex internal peace operations and irregular warfare (Egnell 2009, 4).  In 

order to achieve significant results, political particularities and certain policy inhibitors 

must be put aside. The mission of achieving and sustaining security, political, and socio-

economic improvements, items which are neglected and which deteriorate during 

irregular warfare, must be made the main focus of attention.  An integrated approach to 

civil-military relations that provides an extensive interagency system, as well as 

integrated civil-military structures within a state’s political-military establishment, is 

more likely to produce a political and armed forces apparatus that is effective during 

peace and stability directed operations (Egnell 2009, 4).  This particular approach is 

extremely critical when dealing with an internal irregular warfare threat. 

 Irregular warfare—which is profoundly political, mainly local and protracted—

breaks from the traditional understanding of how military and civilian leaders should 

jointly operate and contribute to the main goal of ―rehabilitating‖ the state (Cronin 2008, 

3).  In essence, irregular, or asymmetric warfare, is a phenomenon of armed nation 

building.  This armed nation building requires a set of tools that combines military force 

with political and cultural influence to stabilize a government or replace it with leaders 
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and institutions that coexist effectively (Cronin 2008, 3).  The only problem that arises is 

the idea of two governmental entities, politically separate in some contexts (i.e. in many 

countries in Latin America), reaching some type of compromise or consensus for success.  

In the end, irregular warfare introduces an unequal dialogue between civilian and military 

leaders (Cronin 2008, 2).  As a result of this unequal and uneasy dialogue, certain 

challenges are confronted during the conduct of operations.  These challenges are: 

1. How to measure success (Cronin 2008, 4). 

2. How to choose leaders for irregular warfare and for stability and reconstruction 

operations (Cronin 2008, 5). 

3. How to integrate strategies and approaches (Cronin 2008, 7). 

 In order to overcome these challenges, what is required is solid and transparent 

integration, cooperation from within the confines of the political and military 

establishments, strategic patience and most importantly a whole-of-government of 

approach (Cronin 2008, 10). 

 The concept of the whole-of-government approach is one that is, in many 

instances, easily misunderstood and skewed as either rhetoric or propaganda, or is viewed 

as an overly relied-upon ―cure all‖ concept.  For the purposes of this research project, the 

whole-of-government approach to civil-military relations in a counterinsurgency 

perspective, is defined and conceptualized as an approach to complex peace operations 

(i.e. politically motivated insurgencies) that utilizes a joint/combined strategy and 

approach to military/security forces and civilian governmental institutions in order to 

reach a state of effective and sustainable improvement.  There are two reasons why this 

particular method is more likely to produce better results.  The first reason is that a 
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whole-of-government approach creates integrated structures which provide accurate and 

up-to-date interpretations and adjustments for the functional imperatives (tactical 

doctrine) of the armed forces (Egnell 2009, 4).  The second reason is that the created 

structures provide more inclusive command and control arrangements at the strategic 

level of the operational chain of command (Egnell 2009, 4).  This specifically means that 

all relevant actors in complex operations are coordinated through integrated assessment, 

planning, and execution (Egnell 2009, 4).  Even though this approach is controversial 

among certain leadership circles (because it contracts bureaucratic and military cultures), 

it still provides advancements into the overall struggle against inner threats and in the 

improvement of certain conditions of the state (Egnell 2009, 5).  These improved 

conditions are security and socio-economic levels, essential factors for the day-to-day 

survival of a state’s population. 

Research Hypothesis 

 Based on the basic theoretical ideas of civil-military relations, the impact that 

civil-military relations has on democratic rule and sustainable governance, the historical 

role of the military in Latin American politics, the precedent of civil-military relations in 

Latin America, and finally the vital role that civil-military relations plays in internal 

COIN warfare, it is clear that when taking all the ideas presented and formulating an 

approach that causes effective change, it is indeed a true accomplishment.  Colombia has 

accomplished this, and has reaped benefit in its long term struggle against various 

insurgent groups.  Due to the noteworthy changes and improvements that have occurred 

within the country, many researchers like John Fishel believe that Colombia is on the 
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right track to improve its position as a significant political/economic contributor among 

the Andean nations of South America.   

The main question that remains to be answered is: are the improvements the 

country has experienced only short-term improvements or are they actual improvements 

that are sustainable?  It has been suggested by many that the improvements the country 

has experienced are only minor.  Others like Peter DeShazo look at Colombia’s 

improvements as a politically significant realization that the government made in a pre-

Plan Colombia era, in which they comprehended that the only way to improve their 

existence was to initiate change, and most importantly sustain it.  This research project 

adopts the second stance on Colombia’s situation, and develops its hypothesis.  The 

hypothesis proposed in this project is:      

Since the Government of Colombia implemented its counterinsurgency doctrine, the 

government has been able to favorably sustain the security levels and socio-political 

conditions within Colombia. 

The research variables derived from the hypothesis are listed below according to their 

function: 

Independent Variable 

IV: Colombia’s Counterinsurgency (COIN) Strategy 

Dependent Variables 

DV1: Security levels 

DV2: Socio-political Conditions 

 

Conceptualization of Variables 

 The independent variable is conceptualized as the main counterinsurgency 

strategy/doctrine that the country of Colombia has implemented since 1999.  This 
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counterinsurgency strategy is composed of a strategy that incorporates military/security 

functions and civil governance institutions into one main counterinsurgency effort.  The 

first dependent variable, security levels, will be conceptualized as the freedom from risk 

and danger of violent terrorist attacks and coercion from armed insurgent combatants, 

which the Colombian populace experiences.  Socio-political conditions, in this research 

project, will be conceptualized as the life conditions which explain the relationship 

between political activity and social life.  It can be conjectured that political rights of a 

citizen could be correlated with certain social preconditions.  Seymour Lipset presented 

this argument in an article that he wrote for the American Political Science Review.  In 

this article Lipset concluded that there are certain social requisites, such as educational 

attainment, literacy rate, and certain health conditions, which support the establishment of 

effective political systems and more importantly democracies.  The selected facets of 

these two variables equate into the larger phenomenon of stability.  These are important 

aspects of stability because they are associated to the social capital that individual 

Colombian citizens hold, especially during a time of internal struggle.  Furthermore, this 

is also the reason why these variables are associated to the state’s COIN strategy, and 

why other variables are maintained constant.    

Operationalization of Variables 

 The operationalization of the independent variable, Colombia’s COIN Doctrine, 

will be accomplished through the use of a strategy assessment guide created by the US 

Army War College Strategic Studies Institute.  This assessment guide details the major 

strategic, operational and tactical components of this doctrine.  Due to   the research 

design of this project, the data that was collected for the dependent variables was 
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selected, collected, and analyzed at two different levels.  The first level is at the national 

level.  The second level is at the regional or departmental level of Colombia.   

At the national level, the security variable is operationalized by the number of 

massacres, kidnappings, terrorist incidents (which include: oil pipeline, energy tower, 

bridge and road destruction through the use of explosives, and attacks against towns), and 

combatants who have demobilized.  During the national level analysis, the total number 

of incidents for the security variable indicators only includes those committed by the 

illegal armed groups.  For the regional level, specifically for the Uraba region of the 

Antioquia Department and the La Macarena region of the Meta Department, the security 

variable is operationalized by the use of nine different indicators.  These indicators are: 

assassinations, kidnappings (including attempted kidnappings), assaults and attacks, 

village seizures, incursions, combat, looting (including all derivatives of this act), 

ambushes, and detention/obstruction of liberty.  At the sub-national level of analysis, the 

number of incidents for the security variable indicators include those acts committed by 

the illegal armed groups and the Colombian military and security forces. 

 The socio-political variable will only be measured at the national level.  The 

reason that this variable is only being analyzed at the national level is two-fold.  The first 

reason is because of the assumption that this research project is making.  Colombia’s 

interagency policy aimed to improve the security levels of the country.  With higher 

levels of security, the socio-political conditions of the country would improve and 

eventually create certain mechanisms which would allow the civil-military establishment 

to sustain the improvements.  The second reason is because of the lack of reliable sub-

level data.  In order to operationalize this specific variable, the two key attributes of this 
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variable’s conceptualization (social and political) were dissected and indicators which 

pertained to these two attributes were selected—for a total of ten indicators.  The social 

indicators are the GINI coefficient, poverty rate, literacy rate, life expectancy, and birth 

rate.  The selected political indicators are the civil liberty and political rights Freedom 

House scores, and the freedom of speech, freedom of assembly, and electoral self-

determination scores from the CIRI Human Rights dataset.  

The theories examined in this chapter delineate competing ideas of which 

attributes explain civil-military relations.  What puts the proper selection of a theory in 

place is the context in which it is used.  A major driving force in theory selection is the 

type of conflict a country is confronted with.  After all, civil-military relations should 

help the state overcome a struggle.  Before any civil-military relations theory is applied to 

Colombia, it is required to examine the civil conflicts that have plagued this South 

American country.             
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III. COLOMBIA’S INTERNAL STRUGGLE 

 

The conflict that has plagued Colombia for over forty years has been and 

continues to be the country’s defining event when it pertains to the development of 

strategic concepts for successful political and social survival.  What followed the start of 

Colombia’s civil war could be considered as a normalized establishment for strategic 

precedence.  Strategies that were conceived to rectify Colombia’s internal security 

problems used the events of the civil wars as major influencers.  In order to fully 

understand Colombia’s counterinsurgency strategy and its key components, including the 

civil-military cooperation aspect of the strategy and its impact, it is crucial to examine the 

major aspects of Colombia’s internal conflict.  

La Violencia & Colombia’s Civil Wars 

Political violence is an aspect of Colombia’s historical establishment that cannot 

be easily overlooked.  As many historians explain, the events that have unfolded in 

Colombia could never be compared to other catastrophic civil unrests (i.e. the fall of the 

Roman Empire or the carnage of the American Civil War), but Colombia has had a long 

and cordial relationship with violence (Ruiz 2001, 38).  The approach that one takes 

when examining Colombia’s violence requires a mixture of apprehension and awe by the 

events that have taken place and by the order in which they have occurred (Ruiz 2001, 

38).   
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The origins of Colombia’s political violence can be traced to four national civil 

wars (1876-1877, 1885-1886, 1895, and 1899-1902) (Palacios 2006, 1).  Even though 

three significant civil wars proceeded the 1899-1902 war, the results of the last war 

would cement the volatile political and socio-economic parameters that would establish 

the violence to come.  The 1899-1902 war, the War of One-Thousand Days, was a three-

year war that witnessed the first major violent clash between the two major political 

factions of Colombia, the Liberal Party and the Conservative Party (Ruiz 2001, 40).  

Over 10,000 lives were lost during the war.  However after the war ended, the violence 

did not cease.  Continuous socio-economic and political struggles made living in the 

Colombian countryside a very risky decision. The War of One Thousand Days resulted in 

extreme partisanship and a growing gap between the political elites and the common 

people concerning the meaning and development of political citizenship and economic 

equality (Palacios 2006, 1). 

The extreme elements of each political party found a means to contribute to the 

great destruction of life after the War of One Thousand Days (Ruiz 2001, 40).  An 

important aspect of this war was the transformation of tactics used by the warring 

factions, particularly the Liberal contingents.  In less than eight months, the war changed 

from a relatively conventional conflict—for which the Liberals were hopelessly 

unprepared—to a guerrilla warfare struggle (Palacios 2006, 38).  The use of this tactic 

would be considered and utilized by future conflict leaders when political change was 

needed or desired.   

After the War of One Thousand Days, liberal economic policies with a 

conservative political base dominated the Colombian arena.  This awkward relationship 
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caused many social disputes between wealthy landowners, mercantilists, political elites, 

and for the most part the underserved, the under-represented and underprivileged 

peasantry (Palacios 2006, 48).  Most serious disputes revolved around landownership, 

especially in the Andean region and the eastern plains (Crandall 2008, 48).  During this 

time, the Conservative and Liberal parties were locked in a power struggle.  Presidential 

control would go back and forth between the two parties.  This power struggle was 

exacerbated with the rise of the banana and coffee industries in Colombia (Palacios 2006, 

49).  Both parties were fighting the financial squabbles of the emerging wealthy business 

owners.  During this era, no one spoke for the common man.  The voice of hope for the 

people would come with the rise of the populist liberal leader, Jorge Eliécer Gaitán.  

Gaitán managed to change the direction of politics in Colombia.  Gaitán integrated 

capitalism with socialism within a framework of democracy that benefited the working 

class masses of Colombia, by leveling the playing field with the wealthy landowners, 

businessmen, and elites (Ruiz 2001, 45).  As Gaitán rose to political prominence, many 

hardliner conservative ideologues viewed Gaitán as a political threat.   On April 9, 1948, 

as Gaitán exited his office building, he was gunned down (Ruiz 2001, 55).  The violent 

events that followed Gaitán’s death has been referred to as El Bogotazo.                         

The violence that ensued after the assassination of populist Liberal Party leader 

Jorge Eliécer Gaitán brought Colombia’s political struggle once more into the forefront. 

After the assassination of Gaitán, violence feverishly engulfed Colombia.  This violence 

can be separated into four main phases.  Each phase is characterized by the different 

political actors, who affected the situation in Colombia through different means.  The 

first phase is characterized by increased political instability (Rempe 2002, 3).  The 
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second phase, which is considered by far as the most violent, saw the increase in numbers 

of armed campesino groups and the spread of guerilla warfare throughout the country, 

due to the volatile political struggle between the Conservative and the Liberal political 

parties (Rempe 2002, 3).  The third phase coincides with the dictatorship of Gustavo 

Rojas Pinilla and the struggle to successfully quell violence while tackling allegations of 

corruption and harsh repression (Rempe 2002, 3).  During this third phase, guerilla 

groups once again ravaged the countryside, thus creating an unresolved social and 

political situation within the country.  In an effort to stop any further bloodshed, 

Conservative and Liberal political leaders sought to create a unity front, which would 

eventually end the hostilities.  The two political parties came to an agreement wherein 

they would alternate control of the presidency every four years and not interfere in the 

political processes of each established presidency (Rempe 2002, 3).  The fourth phase of 

the violence saw the establishment of this unity front, the National Front (NF), and the 

subsequent presidencies of the first two NF governments (Rempe 2002, 3). 

While this process of political resettlement took place, many armed peasant 

groups occupied the isolated areas of Colombia, in order to sustain their lifestyle and 

existence.  It was during this time, that these armed peasant groups became associated 

with the Colombian Communist Party (Palacios 2006).  During this same time frame, the 

GOC viewed this outlying communist enclave as a major threat to the political 

establishment of the country (Palacios 2006).  When looking at this decision, one has to 

keep in mind that during this time period (the 1960s) the US saw the spread of 

communism as a major threat.  The US spread this fear to its allies throughout the rest of 

the Western Hemisphere.   It is only natural that the Colombian government, an ally of 
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the US
2
, would side with this stance.  The Colombian administration decided to send the 

Colombian military into these areas to root out what they considered subversive elements 

(Palacios 2006).  These groups dispersed and once the Colombian government withdrew 

its forces, the different communist self-defense organizations united into one larger 

organization and established its main objective, which was the overthrow of the 

government of Colombia—which it viewed as illegitimate.  From this point on, Colombia 

was locked in a bitter struggle for its survival. 

Major Actors: Traditional & Emerging 

 
 Since the start of Colombia’s internal struggle, there have been two dominant 

groups which have been involved in a struggle for control of Colombia.  These two 

groups are the illegal armed groups and the military/security forces of Colombia.  These 

two key players have been at the center of the strife that has decimated not only the 

political, but also the social will power of the Colombian populace for decades.  In 

addition to these two key players another major actor has risen to become a viable 

national security threat, one which may jeopardize Colombia’s very political existence.  I 

am referring to the emerging crime groups or bandas criminales (BACRIM).  This 

increase in criminal groups and syndicates can, in some way, be correlated to the 

continued global demand for illegal Colombian narcotics, the low education levels of 

gang members, the lack of advancement opportunities, and national poverty rates 

 Illegal Armed Groups (Insurgent & Paramilitary Groups) 

 

 Illegal armed groups are defined as the armed organizations which promote 

policies that are considered subversive or contrary to official government democratic 

policies.  The activities of these groups include promoting radical leftist ideology and 
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drug trafficking.  Under this illegal armed groups’ umbrella are the predominant 

insurgent groups such as the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) 

[Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia] and the Ejército de Liberación Nacional 

(ELN) [National Liberation Army], and the paramilitary groups such as the Autodefensas 

Unidas de Colombia (AUC) [United Self-defense Forces of Colombia].  Figure 3.1 

illustrates the areas of Colombia in which these different armed groups have established 

their main areas of operation.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Insurgent Groups 

 

Even though many different insurgent groups have called Colombia home, the 

two prominent and most well known insurgent groups are the FARC and the ELN.   
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FARC 

 

 The FARC is the oldest and considered by many to be the largest, best equipped, 

and best financed guerrilla movement in Latin America.  As an organization, the FARC 

can trace its roots to armed peasant self-defense groups which emerged during the La 

Violencia period of the 1940s and 1950s (Beittel 2009, 7).  The organization operates 

mainly in rural areas, with its greatest concentration of fighters located in the 

southeastern area of Colombia.  The main tactics of the organization include bombings, 

murders, mortar attacks, kidnappings, extortion, and hijackings mainly against 

Colombian political targets (Beittel 2009, 7).  The FARC is also heavily engaged in the 

Colombian drug trade.  FARC drug activities include cultivation, taxation of drug crops, 

and drug distribution (Beittel 2009, 7).  This involvement in the drug trade has become 

one of the main focal points of the organization in recent years.   

This involvement with the drug trade is a far cry from the original ideals on which 

the insurgent group was established.  The FARC was founded on Marxist-Leninist ideals.  

The FARC developed as the armed wing of the Colombian Communist Party.  When the 

military took over, they offered amnesty to armed liberal insurgent members (Palacios 

2006).  Many insurgents refused to cease their operations and retreated to the isolated 

areas of southern Colombia (Palacios 2006).  After the military-led government of 

General Rojas Pinilla returned Colombia to civilian control in 1958, a series of National 

Front presidents were elected.  During this political time frame, an enclave of armed 

communist groups lived an almost autonomous existence (Palacios 2006).  In 1964, this 

autonomous organization was viewed as a national threat and the Colombian Army was 

sent in to disperse these armed groups (Palacios 2006).  The armed communists 
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reorganized themselves into the FARC and began a series of armed engagements that has 

plagued Colombia ever since.  The objective of the group—the overthrow of the current 

Colombian government—have remained constant.  However, the greed that has 

developed because of the drug trade has influenced the original ideals of the group. 

ELN 

 

 The ELN was formed in 1965 (Beittel 2009, 10).  It was inspired by the 

communist revolutionary ideas of Fidel Castro and Che Guevara.  The first cadre 

members of ELN were trained by Castro and Guevara before launching their guerrilla 

war in Colombia (McDermott 2004).  The ELN is smaller than the FARC.  It is also less 

active than the FARC.  Nevertheless, the ELN has been able to carry out many high-

profile kidnappings and bombings (Beittel 2009, 10).  The main targets of the ELN 

include the rural civilian population, urban centers, and Colombia’s infrastructure, 

especially its oil and electricity sectors (Beittel 2009, 10).  The main ELN areas of 

operation are the northern and northeastern areas of Colombia, the Middle Magdalena 

Valley, and along the Colombian-Venezuelan border (Beittel 2009, 10).  The Roman 

Catholic Church has long held influence with the ELN.  Many guerrilla cadre members 

were priests before they joined the ELN (McDermott 2004).  The ELN obtains many of 

its funds from the taxation of illegal drug crops, extortion, attacks on the Caño-Limón oil 

pipeline, and kidnapping for ransom (Beittel 2009, 10).    

Revolutionary Just Cause of Colombia’s Insurgent Groups 

 

 Insurgent organizations and groups have a common driving force or motivation.  

This driving force is attributed to their view of the social and political well-being of the 

state (Menzel 2006).  If these groups and organizations feel that the state is not living up 
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to its obligations, they use certain social, economic, and political conditions in order to 

foment civil unrest, gain legitimacy, and hopefully garner political power from the 

political establishment.  As outlined by Florida Atlantic University Professor Sewall 

Menzel, the use and application of these conditions can be categorized as a revolutionary 

Just Cause.  This revolutionary Just Cause enables the insurgents to view themselves as a 

legitimate organization, which has a grievance against the state, and which has a plan for 

the effective change/solution for the perceived problem (Menzel 2006).  What follows is 

the methodological breakdown of the Just Cause components: social imbalance/just cause 

formulation, outside voice introduces a plan for change, and the plan is accepted by the 

people.   

The components as they are outlined bring to life what the different Colombian 

insurgent groups experienced when they were forced by the GOC to disperse.  As a result 

of this forced dispersal, these insurgent groups saw the GOC as the sole threat to their 

existence, so much so that it required the ultimate destruction of the governmental 

establishment.  The only thing that was missing—the one key dynamic that is needed to 

cause wide scale change—was society.  These groups would soon secure that one missing 

piece.             

How to Define the Just Cause 

 

Political and social revolutions, in general, follow the same sequence of events 

that ultimately leads to the formation of a politically subversive organization and the 

proposed establishment of a new system of governance by this organization.  In order to 

analyze this sequence of events, what is required is a clear ―tool‖ to assist in the synthesis 

of the different components—political, economical and social—that are necessary to 
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accomplish a social/political revolution.  A tool that is used is the analytical technique 

called the Just Cause Revolutionary Breakdown.  What this methodology attempts to 

explain is that every component of a society is interconnected and that if an outside 

influencer professes a clear hope of a better future, then you will have the masses rebel 

against the regime based on that promise of a better future.  This analytical tool breaks 

down a revolution into a series of components that originate from the failure of an 

established government to uphold its responsibility of respecting the social contract that it 

has with the people (Menzel 2006). 

 All governments have the obligation to uphold the social contract that they have 

with the people.  Governments around the world gain the ability to govern by being given 

the consensus of the people to be governed (Menzel 2006).  Governments commonly 

forget this simple principle and often abuse it.  When the people become discontent with 

the abuse and negligence of their government, this creates the first step in the 

revolutionary process.  This first step is referred to as the Just Cause component (Menzel 

2006).  This Just Cause step is compromised of three smaller components.  The Just 

Cause component is the bulk of any revolutionary movement where the revolutionary 

leaders thrive by exploiting it.   

 The first component of this step is that the majority of a population is excluded 

from the country’s political process (Menzel 2006).  Once the population is excluded 

from the political process, they then lose the ability to control their own destiny and 

livelihood for a prosperous existence (Menzel 2006).  The second component is that the 

majority of the population is economically marginalized (Menzel 2006).  Once the 

population is economically marginalized, their existence is set at a basic economic 
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survival level. Their lives are controlled to a point where there is no hope to break free 

from the economic hardship in which they find themselves (Menzel 2006).   

The third and final component that constitutes the Just Cause step in the 

revolutionary cycle is more of a psychological component that is derived from the first 

two.  The third component summarizes that if the general population is politically 

excluded from the governmental process and they are economically marginalized, then 

their aspirations for a better future will be quashed (Menzel 2006).  There are also other 

factors that will lead to the quashing of these aspirations.  These factors are violent 

oppression from the regime and the intellectual censorship of the society (Menzel 2006).  

This oppression and censorship, paired with the political exclusion of the majority and 

the economic marginalization of the masses leads to the aspirations for a better future to 

be quashed completely.  With all these three components clearly defined and interpreted, 

the Just Cause of any revolution is present and it only takes an outspoken individual with 

a plan to provide an alternative. 

 This outspoken individual with a plan that provides for a better alternative is the 

second step in the revolutionary cycle, right after the establishment of a Just Cause.  The 

only thing that stops ideas from becoming full-blown revolutions is the lack of leadership 

to move the revolutionary momentum forward.  Leadership involves bringing hope to the 

general population and convincing them that their is a plan for change (Menzel 2006). 

After the revolutionary leaders are established, the following step is that the revolutionary 

leadership has a plan to overthrow the government and all of its components (Menzel 

2006).  This plan has to be a viable operational plan with viable tactical and strategic 

goals.  The acceptance by the population of the revolutionary leaders’ plans and ideas is 
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the last step in this revolutionary cycle (Menzel 2006).  As soon as the population accepts 

these reformist ideas then you have a full-scale political/social revolution (Menzel 2006). 

 As this approach illustrates, Colombia’s insurgent groups have followed a step-

by-step pathway towards revolution.  For a long time, the peasantry of Colombia was 

excluded from the Colombian political arena.  They were economically marginalized as 

evidenced by the quasi-feudal environment that developed between the society’s haves 

and have-nots, thus resulting in no clear hope for a better future. As soon as this 

resentment was established, the Castro and Guevara-inspired and trained leaders emerged 

with a plan in which they promised their supporters change and hope.  These 

―inspirational‖ leaders acquired the support they needed thus enabling them to commence 

their violent campaigns aimed at overthrowing the Colombian government.      

Paramilitary Groups 

 

 With the outbreak of a communist insurgency in the late 1960s, the advent of a 

civilian response to this threat led to the creation of different civilian militias in order to 

serve as a counterbalance.  This response to the communist insurgent groups caused local 

communities to form self-defense groups to protect themselves from violence perpetrated 

by the FARC, the ELN, and other insurgent groups.  The formal establishment of larger 

paramilitary groups did not take place until the early 1980s.  During the 1980s, wealthy 

ranchers and farmers, as well as drug traffickers, organized armed groups to protect 

themselves from kidnappings and extortion plots by the FARC and ELN (Beittel 2009, 

10).  The paramilitary groups, in addition to the FARC, use the drug trade as a major 

source of revenue.  According to Jane’s World Insurgency and Terrorism, it is estimated 
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that the paramilitaries handle approximately 40% of Colombian cocaine exports (Beittel 

2009, 10).   

In 1997, the AUC was formed to serve as the umbrella organization for all the 

paramilitary groups, but not all paramilitary groups decided to join (Beittel 2009, 10).  

The AUC has conducted massacres and assassinations of suspected insurgent supporters 

and has directly engaged the FARC and the ELN in military battles (Beittel 2009, 10).  

The AUC has been implicated in many serious and heinous human rights violations.  The 

Colombian military has long been accused of turning a blind eye to these activities 

(Beittel 2009, 10).  This unofficial acceptance by the Colombian military has resulted in a 

major political challenge that has been referred to as the Para-political Scandal by the 

Colombian press.  This political scandal involved alleged paramilitary ties to politicians, 

which included members of the Colombian National Congress (Beittel 2009, 11).  

Specifically, this scandal has caused a great deal of tension within the confines of the 

Colombian political establishment.             

Current Status of Illegal Armed Groups (As of 2009) 

 

FARC 

 

The FARC as an entity has been disintegrating since the implementation of major 

GOC strategic initiatives. The organization's communications systems have been 

infiltrated, their leadership is in disarray, and reports indicate that many guerrilla line and 

block units are running short on supplies (Beittel 2009, 7).  The FARC lost three of its 

top commanders in 2008 and suffered a series of humiliating defeats.  Demobilization of 

combatants has also decreased the number of armed personnel within the organization.  

In 2009, the FARC released the last foreign hostage they were holding (a 69 year old 
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Swedish national) (Beittel 2009, 8).  All the remaining FARC high-value hostages—

approximately twenty-four being held in jungle hideouts—are members of the Colombian 

security forces (Beittel 2009, 8).  The FARC continues to kidnap and hold hundreds of 

other kidnap victims besides its high-value hostages.  These kidnappings are a part of the 

FARC's continued effort to acquire illicit funds to continue its operations.  Although the 

FARC, now led by Alfonso Cano, is still unwilling to negotiate with the GOC, their 

position is much weaker that it was in the past (Beittel 2009, 9). 

ELN 

 

The ELN, the smaller and less active insurgent organization, has shown a 

willingness to negotiate with the GOC (Beittel 2009, 10).  With a membership of about 

3,000, the ELN earns its funds from taxation of illegal crops, extortion, attacks on the 

Caño-Limón oil pipeline, and kidnapping for ransom (Beittel 2009, 10).  The size and 

military strength of the ELN has been drastically reduced since the late 1990s.  The ELN 

and GOC have met several times, in order to negotiate a peaceful resolution.  This 

process has used many outside facilitators including representatives of Mexico and Cuba 

(Beittel 2009, 10).  The result of the last negotiation (held in early 2008) resulted in no 

clear resolution.  The ELN announced in June 2008, that it would not continue 

negotiating with the GOC (Beittel 2009, 10).  In response to this declaration, the GOC 

has stepped up its military operations against the ELN.  In late 2009, a Reuters media 

report stated that the ELN has hinted at the possibility of the ELN uniting with the 

FARC, in order to form one larger organization (Bronstein 2009).  No clear change has 

been observed. 
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Paramilitary Groups 

 

The paramilitary presence, when compared to the presence of other politically 

subversive organizations, is minimal at best.  The largest paramilitary group, the AUC, 

officially disbanded in 2006 (Beittel 2009, 10).  Even though the AUC disbanded, there is 

a reminiscent presence of AUC splinter factions and other paramilitary organizations 

within Colombia.  The AUC has been heavily involved in the killing of peasants who are 

considered to be FARC and ELN co-optees (Beittel 2009, 10).  Furthermore, there is 

credible reporting to the effect that even though the AUC officially disbanded, it 

continues to take part in drug trafficking operations (Beittel 2009, 10).  The role of the 

AUC and other stratified paramilitary groups has shifted away from combating the FARC 

and the ELN to protecting drug trafficking networks (Beittel 2009, 11).  This operational 

shift for the paramilitary groups has resulted in violent confrontations with emerging 

crime groups. 

Bandas Criminales & Organized Crime 

 

Colombian organized crime reached its zenith during the 1970s, 1980s, and 

1990s, with the rise of cocaine as the drug of choice among world drug consumers.  The 

early involvement of Colombian organized crime in the cocaine trade has allowed for the 

continuous momentum of drug related violence in Colombia (Abandinsky 2007, 146).  In 

Colombia, drug traffickers often exemplify the lack of belief in the legitimacy of the 

country’s political and economic institutions (Abandinsky 2007, 144).  The economic and 

social inequality experienced by many Colombians led many to view drug trafficking as 

means for self-improvement. The high demand of cocaine by North American drug users 

led to the rise of drug cartels, which were led by ruthless individuals.   
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Two well known cartels were the Medellin—led by the infamous Pablo 

Escobar—and Cali cartels.  These two drug cartels emerged from a group of other 

organizations to become the most powerful.  With the rise of power of these two cartels, 

the violence in Colombia increased.  During the mid to late 1980s, an all-out war between 

the drug cartels—who were allied with the insurgent organizations—and the government 

of Colombia ensued.  With the subsequent targeting of these drug organizations and their 

leaders by the Colombian government and previously mentioned allied paramilitary 

groups, the control which these organizations had was greatly reduced (Abandinsky 

2007, 156).       

After the demise of Pablo Escobar and the fragmentation of the Medellin and Cali 

drug cartels, the conceptualization of Colombian organized crime has changed into what 

many scholars have called ―the Balkanization of the cocaine trade and of Colombian 

organized crime‖ (Abandinsky 2007, 156).  Colombian organized crime once categorized 

as highly-centralized, rank and file networks has morphed into a system of smaller 

splinter organizations consisting of entrepreneurial drug traffickers who are seeking 

personalistic opportunities to increase their own share of drug trade profits (Abandinsky 

2007, 156).  Within the socio-political environment of Colombia, these bandits have been 

able to roam freely, engaging in a combination of brigandage, terrorism, and revolution 

(Abandinsky 2007, 144).  As a result of this decentralization, these crime syndicates have 

become a national security threat, which ranks them high on the strategic priorities list of 

the Colombian government.   
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Current Status of Crime Groups & Organized Crime 

 

 With the splintering of major drug operations in Colombia, smaller criminal 

factions have arisen throughout the country.  Over the past several years, these groups 

have acquired significant notoriety.  According to Colombian media reports, over the past 

couple years, the number of prominent criminal organizations has increased to more than 

eleven (Caracol 2009).  In addition, the number of individuals joining these organizations 

has also increased.  A 2010 article in the Colombian newspaper Semana reported that 

Colombian Minsitries of Justice and Defense officials estimate that there are over 4,000 

individuals involved in these emerging criminal bands (Pena 2010).   This increase in the 

number of individuals joining the ranks of these criminal bands has been associated with 

the demobilization of paramilitary fighters.   

According to the same Semana article, GOC officials believe that once 

paramilitary fighters demobilize, they seek opportunities in a ―trade‖ that they are 

familiar with already (Colombian paramilitary groups have been highly involved in the 

Colombian drug-trade) (Pena 2010).  This drastic rise of emerging crime bands has 

caught the GOC off guard.  Colombian analyst Alonso Tobon Garcia of the Centro de 

Recursos para Analisis de Conflictos (CERAC) [Resource Center for the Analysis of 

Conflicts] believes that the GOC has no idea what to do about these emerging crime 

groups (Pena 2010).  The GOC, which has been devoutly focused on the illegal armed 

groups has been caught off guard and is now scrambling to find a new anti-crime policy 

to counter these crime groups (Pena 2010).    
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Colombian Military & Security Forces 

 

 Most scholars would include the political entity within a Latin American country 

as a separate actor, outside of the military establishment, due to the precedence that was 

discussed in the previous chapter.  However, other than two instances in Colombian 

history in which the military took political control of the country, the military—for the 

most part—has been a cooperating entity with civilian political leaders. 

Due to a supportive stance, the military has carried out and fulfilled the many 

wishes of the civilian political elite. However, this dynamic relationship has been subject 

to great scrutiny by the Colombian military establishment, especially since the military 

has developed into a very modern and powerful entity capable of directing violence on 

political objectives effectively.  Notwithstanding this great scrutiny, there is still a sign of 

strong cooperation between the civilian political and military/security bodies of 

Colombia, which are linked and categorized as one actor.  Taking a Clausewitzian 

approach, this idea can be further substantiated by the idea that a country’s military and 

security forces are the political tools (ways) for the implementation of a civilian 

government’s political objectives (means). 

 The Colombian military and security forces are considered to be among South 

America’s better trained and equipped.  The advances of the military can be correlated to 

the amount of revenue that the national government spends on the armed forces.  This 

national expenditure has increased significantly over the past decades.  Figure 3.2 

illustrates this general trend according to the percentage of the gross domestic product 

that the Colombian government uses for military expenditures per each year within an 

eighteen year time frame, starting with 1990 and ending with 2008. 
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As a result of this major governmental investment, the Colombian military has 

become a very proficient and modern fighting force.  The Colombian military has the 

ability and the assets to initiate an engagement and sustain operations throughout all 

echelons.  Training and equipping is standardized, thus resulting in a standardized 

fighting doctrine which ensures military effectiveness.  Furthermore, the major 

governmental investment has established distinct military branches.  

Colombia’s Internal Struggle: The Impact on Colombia & the Establishment 

of Strategic Precedence 

 
 The years of conflict that Colombia has experienced have perforated the ―soul‖ of 

the Colombian government, military, and more importantly the people.  Generation after 

generation of Colombians have been exposed to a myriad of violence. So much so, that 

the Colombian society as a whole, has become almost numb to the amount of violence 

that takes place on a regular basis.  As the above historical evidence illustrates, 
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Colombia’s internal struggle has impacted the state in many different ways.  However, 

the three aspects of the state which have been severely impacted are: its politics, its socio-

economic composition, and its internal security.  The focused attention on internal 

security has affected the state’s external security measures, because the country is more 

susceptible to external coercion.  The overemphasis on internal stability and the neglected 

attention on foreign matters have drawn outside actors into the conflict against the illegal 

armed groups.  This is especially true since Colombia’s conflict has spilled over its 

borders into the territory of its neighbors.          

 The impact of these major actors on the Colombian state has developed into what 

Political Scientist Nazih Richani calls a system of violence (Richani 2002).  As Richani 

explains, the protracted war that has taken place in Colombia has created an 

interconnected war system (Richani 2002).  This war system—interlaced with actors in 

the conflict, the political economy of each individual actor, and the political economy in 

general—creates certain socio-economic and political configurations which inhibit 

peaceful resolution (Ricahani 2002).  This war system creates an overwhelming 

consensus among the actors that what they are doing is necessary for their group’s needs 

and survival. 

       This individualistic desire for self-preservation has established strategic precedence 

among the different actors.  Strategic precedence creates an underlying framework on 

which to build for success.  Specifically for the Colombian state, this strategic precedence 

has to include measures which lend credence to the individual desire of the state 

(legitimate preservation of its political governing body) and more importantly, the 

individual survival of its citizenry.  In order to accomplish these objectives, the 
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Colombian state has created different instruments and strategies which seek to uphold the 

social contract it has with the Colombian populace.  
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IV. COLOMBIA’S APPROACH AND STRATEGY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 After years of brutal fighting, the Government of Colombia (GOC) has sought 

methods to pry Colombia from the violent hands of the various illegal armed groups.  

Based on a long history of violence and the strategic precedence developed from its 

history, the GOC has experienced an evolution of different strategies in order to counter 

the politically subversive and criminal elements of Colombian society.  This chapter will 

investigate the different modules of Colombia’s strategy.  The first step in this 

investigation deals with the conceptual relationship that exists between politics (i.e. 

policy) and strategy.   

Politics & Strategy  
 

The relationship between politics and strategy can be referred 

to as a relationship of philosophical bedfellows.  Like politics, strategy 

is the art of the possible, but few can discern what indeed is possible 

(Yarger 2006; Grimsley 1994, 22).  In order to fully understand what 

is possible and to comprehend the interconnection of politics and 

strategy, one must turn to the idea of policy continuum. Figure 4.1 is a graphic 

representation of this continuum.   As the graphic depicts, policy (defined as a high-level, 

―Everything in strategy is very simple, but that does not mean that everything 

is very easy.‖ 

- Carl von Clausewitz 
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overall plan embracing the general goals and acceptable procedures, especially of a 

governmental body
4
), leads to the formulation of strategy and finally the formulation of 

tactics to win wars.  Clausewitz concluded that military victories were meaningless 

unless they were the means to obtain a political end (Bartholomees 2008, 12).  

Furthermore, Clausewitz believed that strategy was the linking together (Verbindung) of 

separate battle engagements into a single whole, for the final objective of war.  However, 

only the political or policy level could determine final objectives of war. Clausewitz 

pointed out that, ―To bring a war or any one of its campaigns to a successful close 

requires a thorough grasp of national policy‖ (Bartholomees 2008, 12).  At this level, 

strategy and policy coalesce (Bartholomees 2008, 12).  

In order to fully comprehend the policy objectives of war, one must look at the 

concept of political goals of war.  The political goals of war delineate the goals that the 

civilian political establishment has set for the state, in terms of political stability and the 

security of the state.  The political goals of war can be arranged on a political war 

spectrum that designates two categorical parameters for political goals.  These two 

parameters are either that the opposing political entity survives or that it does not survive.  

Figure 4.2 illustrates this spectrum. 
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The spectrum depicts the scale of survival options.  Each state holds certain preconditions 

in terms of what survival means for them and how they are going to achieve it.  The 

selection of political objectives sets into motion what political goal, they want to pursue 

against their opposing political entity (i.e. opposing political entity survives or it does 

not).  Figure 4.2 illustrates the military objectives that a state may pursue on each side of 

the spectrum (Bassford & Andrew 2007).  Once political objectives are made, the next 

step involves using a state’s strategic thought to develop a strategy.  Colombia, with 

influence from the United States, derived its political objectives and strategy in very 

much the same way.  After deriving their political objectives, Colombian political-

military strategists used their notions and ideas of strategic thought to develop an 

effective strategy.   

Colombian Strategic Thought (Strategic Culture) 
 

In the 1977 RAND Corporation report (R-2154-AF) titled The Soviet Strategic 

Culture: Implications for Limited Nuclear Operations, Political Scientist Dr. Jack L. 

Snyder developed the concept of strategic culture.  The premise behind his idea was that 

the elites articulate a unique strategic culture related to security-military affairs, which 

represents a manifestation of public opinion, socialized into a distinctive mode of 

strategic thinking (FIU ARC 2010).  In his work, Snyder applied this concept to the great 

powers and nuclear strategy, but this particular theory and concept can be applied to 

countries that are not a part of great power politics (FIU ARC 2010).   

According to Florida International University Professor Marvin Astrada, strategic 

culture is a composite concept that brings together ―culture,‖ an imprecise and highly 

contested term in the social sciences, and ―strategy,‖ which refers to the relational 
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processes among self-interested players—individuals, groups, firms, and nation-states—

situated in a material context (Astrada 2010, 10).   US Southern Command, the US 

Geographic Combatant Command responsible for all military operations and cooperation 

in Latin America, views and defines strategic culture in Latin America as the 

combination of internal and external influences and experiences—geographic, historical, 

cultural, economic, political, and military—that influence the way a country understands 

its relationship to the rest of the region and how a state will behave in the international 

community (Uribe-Uran 2009).  When applying this concept in a study, one uses an 

ideational, systemic complement to order the principles of international relations (i.e. 

power, anarchy, security, survival, preservation, and military capacity) (Astrada 2010, 

10).  This approach specifically aids in explaining how states comprehend, interpret, and 

implement national security policy vis-à-vis the international system and internally.   

When examining Colombian strategic culture, there are three main areas that must 

be investigated.  One, the origins of strategic culture in Colombia.  Two, the keepers of 

strategic culture. Three, the challenges, continuity, and change associated with 

Colombian strategic culture (Uribe-Uran 2009, 4-6).  A synthesis of each area delineates 

smaller components.   

Origins of Strategic Culture 

 

The origins of Colombia’s strategic culture are based on three developmental 

aspects divided among physical, political and social/cultural aspects. 

 Physical Aspects 

 

The first physical aspect that impacts Colombian strategic culture is the country’s 

geography.  Colombia is a widely mountainous and fragmented land.  Colombia covers a 
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vast amount of territory (two and a half times the size of Iraq).  Historians and social 

scientists come to a consensus that Colombia’s national territory, identity, and economy 

have been shaped by its mountains and fragmented geography (Uribe-Uran 2009, 7).  The 

realization of this important characteristic has made Colombia very difficult to govern 

from Bogota (Uribe-Uran 2009, 7).  This geographic disposition has impacted the way 

that Colombian military forces deploy and engage the numerous illegal armed groups.  In 

addition to geography and fragmentation, other very important environmental aspects are 

Colombia’s climate and natural resources.  The country’s climate and natural resources 

have allowed many licit and illicit economic activities to develop.  However, in a 

disjointed and partially occupied territory, the country’s ecological, biological, 

agricultural, and mineral diversity provides advantages as well as disadvantages when 

considering national security (Uribe-Uran 2009, 9). 

The last major physical aspect deals with technology.  As Colombia developed, 

the industrial sector of Colombia has steadily grown and diversified.  Due to this 

advancement, the state possesses the technologies required to produce export goods as 

well as consumable food products (Uribe-Uran 2009, 10).  However, the majority of 

these technological features and advances have originated from abroad because Colombia 

does not have the manufacturing or intellectual ability to produce massive technological 

advancements (Uribe-Uran 2009, 10). 

Political Aspects 

 

The main political aspect impacting Colombia’s strategic culture has been its type 

of government and associated political structure.  Colombia can be categorized as a 

highly-centralized, presidential system (Uribe-Uran 2009, 11).  Colombia’s system has 
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many formational aspects as a consequence of its long violent history.  An important 

feature to note is that in spite of a decades old conflict, Colombia has held uninterrupted 

elections for the most part, a trend it continues into the present, even though at times all 

interested parties did not or could not have the same opportunities to contest elections 

(Uribe-Uran 2009, 12).         

Social/Cultural Aspects 

 

 Worldviews, values, and ideologies play an important role in forming a strategic 

culture.  Within this categorical grouping the major components include Colombia’s 

multi-ethnic and multi-cultural establishments (Uribe-Uran 2009, 9), the populace’s 

narrative in myths, symbols and key texts (Uribe-Uran 2009, 16), and finally public 

opinion and attitudes (Uribe-Uran 2009, 17).  These major components illustrate that 

much of strategic culture formulation is based not only on the state’s history, but also on 

the populace’s cultural history and societal norms. 

Keepers of Strategic Culture 

 

The two main influencers of Colombia’s strategic culture are the elites of civil 

society and the Colombian military, which is subjected to its organizational and 

bureaucratic principles.  It is only natural that strategic control is divided among these 

two groups. 

Elites 

 The elites, one of the main keepers of strategic culture, consist of civil society 

elites and political elites.  The features which dictate the manner in which they influence 

strategic culture can be grouped as leadership beliefs and values (Uribe-Uran 2009, 18) 

and selection of either personal or institutional decision-making structures (Uribe-Uran 
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2009, 20).  These two features have the ability to sway certain decisions and certain 

actions.    

Military 

 The military, a bureaucratic entity, developed many of its strategic concepts based 

on historical experiences.  The US-supported Plan Colombia is viewed as being a catalyst 

for major strategic culture shifts within the military (Uribe-Uran 2009, 21).  Even though 

there have been major shifts, certain values and orientations prevail.  These values and 

concepts have brought much scrutiny upon the Colombian Military—due to human rights 

violations and government-paramilitary links—resulting in the creation of Colombian 

bureaucratic oversight organizations which cause operational lags on the battlefield. 

Challenges, Continuity & Change 

 

Contemporary Security Challenges 

 

 The main security challenges in Colombia stem from internal and external actors.  

Colombians have been besieged by guerrillas, paramilitaries, and drug traffickers (Uribe-

Uran 2009, 24).  As time elapses, these challengers have become more and more 

sophisticated in their impact on the Colombian state.  Also, many politically challenging 

regimes in neighboring countries, specifically Ecuador and Venezuela, pose a new 

challenge to Colombia (Uribe-Uran 2009, 24).  Many insurgent organizations have 

utilized the porous borders that exist between the countries and have crossed over to 

Colombia’s neighbors seeking a safe haven.  This commingling of illegally armed groups 

and the politically radical regimes of its neighboring countries has placed Colombia in a 

disadvantageous position, because it has to use standard diplomacy to deal with 

neighbors who covertly support an irregular threat.        
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Continuity versus Change 

 

 With a defined strategic culture in place, many policymakers have asked if it 

should continue as is, or change to accommodate the different advances.  Some contend 

that the strategic culture should continue based on the fact that civil freedoms are 

relatively ample, the military continues to cooperate with the political establishment, and 

Colombia continues to be a functioning democratic state (Uribe-Uran 2009, 29).  

However, those who advocate change believe that Colombia’s strategic culture requires 

new direction and innovation.  The first democratic security strategy was implemented 

successfully. However, some believe that the power yielding these strategic ideas is in the 

hands of only a few (Uribe-Uran 2009, 29).  This centralized power structure may impact 

the social responsibility the government has towards the populace (Uribe-Uran 2009, 29). 

What does it all mean?  

 

 The intricate inner-workings of Colombia demonstrate that both the state and 

civil society are working together.  Both elements are more ready than ever to engage in 

intellectual polemics, rhetorical battles, and physical combat up to a point, to ensure the 

survival of their state (Uriba-Uran 2009, 30).  Considering all these strategic thoughts and 

concepts, the Colombian state has created several different strategies and has focused on 

different aspects of the conflict (i.e. political, internal security, and drugs), over a span of 

several decades.   

Colombia’s Strategies 

 
 With the formulation of strategic thought, the Colombian government has 

proceeded through a series of plans and strategies in order to pinpoint certain areas of its 

internal struggle over a period of time.  The shifts in one direction or the other have been 
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subjected to internal political and external strategic (i.e. US counterdrug policy) 

pressures.  Greater plan and policy differentiation is separated into ideas proposed before 

Plan Colombia was implemented and those proposed after Plan Colombia. 

Pre-Plan Colombia 

 

Policies in this phase are characterized as plans designed to restore order—an 

example being the establishment of the National Front after the period of La Violencia—

and by the emphasis on counter drug operations, due in large part to US influence. 

Plan Lazo (1962) 

Once the era of La Violencia concluded and the National Front established 

political continuity, the United States viewed it as necessary to lend support to the newly 

established GOC in order to counter the communist subversion that had established itself 

within Colombia’s borders.  After all, these events had occurred during the Cold War 

years, and the slightest hint of communist infiltration in the US’ backyard was viewed as 

a threat to US national security.  The United States began to send joint DOD/CIA survey 

teams and Military Training Teams (MTT) to Colombia, to aid the GOC forces in 

reestablishing peace and order.  The results and recommendations from the US special 

survey and MTT reports were incorporated into the GOC’s first attempt at curtailing the 

insurgency in Colombia.  This attempt would become known as Plan Lazo.  Plan Lazo’s 

primary components were: 

1. Tightening and integrating the command structure of all forces engaged in public order 

missions to clearly establish military responsibility for all operations; 

2. Creating more versatile and sophisticated tactical units capable of successful 

unconventional warfare operations; 



65 

 

3. Expanding the military’s public relations and psychological warfare units to improve 

civilian attitudes toward the army’s public order mission; 

4. Employing the armed forces in tasks intended to contribute to the economic 

development and social well-being of all Colombians, especially those subjected to 

guerrilla-bandit activity (Rempe 2002, 16). 

 Plan Lazo was formally implemented in July 1962 (Rempe 2002, 16).  As the 

Colombian government implemented this plan, certain areas of violence-ravaged 

Colombia improved.  As the pacification took hold in several departments, area military 

commanders determined that control had shifted in their favor (Rempe 2002, 17).  Plan 

Lazo was successful in restoring some form of order to areas of Colombia where civil 

order had been destroyed as a result of La Violencia.  A key component of this strategy 

was the establishment of acción cívica militar [civic military action] (Rempe 2002, 19).  

This aspect of Plan Lazo, in order to reestablish law and order, sought to create a 

common link of peace and solidarity between the government and the people through the 

creation of community improvement programs (Rempe 2002).  This strategic initiative 

planted the seed from which future counterinsurgency ideas would blossom.  However, as 

the years passed, focus shifted towards counterdrug policies, another issue that cemented 

itself within Colombia’s conflict.  The focus on counterdrug policies would dominate for 

years to come.  This policy determination was exacerbated by the introduction of the US’ 

heavy-handed counterdrug policy.      

Intervening Years (Between Plan Lazo & the Pastrana’s DMZ) 

 

In the years following Plan Lazo, attention was shifted towards drugs, specifically 

cocaine and marijuana.  Colombia’s first major counterdrug efforts, after Plan Lazo was 
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initiated, were implemented during the administration of Liberal leader Julio César 

Turbay Ayala (1978-1982) (Crandall 2008, 23).  Turbay was the first Colombian 

President to actually declare war on the narcotraffickers.  Turbay recognized that 

Colombia was a major exporter of drugs to the world.  Even though Turbay saw that the 

illegal drug trade brought in an estimated US$1.5-$4.1 billion in badly needed foreign 

exchange income, he nevertheless began to crackdown on drug cultivation (Crandall 

2008, 23).  This Colombian focus on the drug production problem within its borders 

helped usher in US mutual cooperation in the fight against drugs.  One particular aspect 

that helped define Colombia’s efforts in combating the illegal in-country drug trade was 

the establishment of an extradition treaty with the United States (Crandall 2008, 24).  

This extradition treaty would have the capability to bring the full weight of US law down 

on Colombia’s drug lords. 

 Belisario Betancur (1982-1986), Turbay’s Conservative successor, continued 

Turbay’s hard-line stance on the Colombian illegal drug trade.  Betancur tightened the 

vice grip-like pressure on the drug trade after his Minister of Justice, Rodrigo Lara 

Bonilla, was assassinated (Crandall 2008, 25).  President Virgilio Barco (1986-1990) 

would continue Colombia’s anti-drug effort, extraditing twenty-four suspected drug 

traffickers to the United States (Crandall 2008, 26).  It is worth noting, that during the 

decade of the 1980s, the US-Colombian anti-drug effort began to significantly militarize.  

National Security Directive No. 221, signed by US President Ronald Reagan, intensified 

the military operational capability to mount several military campaigns against the illegal 

drug trade (Crandall 2008, 27).  Several of these military campaigns included Operation 

Blast Furnace and Operation Snowcap (Crandall 2008, 27). 
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 Colombia’s counterdrug effort would suffer an operational hiccup with the 

election of President César Gaviria.  President Gaviria’s lackluster attempt in curtailing 

the drug trade made no impact on the Colombian drug business.  It was suspected by US 

officials that President César Gaviria had very close ties to various drug cartels.  

Controversy after controversy instigated the United States to suspend several of its 

counterdrug efforts within Colombia.  It was hoped that with the election of President 

Ernesto Samper, the US-Colombian counterdrug effort would get back on track.  After 

President Samper took office in 1994, it was soon realized that several problems would 

continue to inhibit the US and Colombia relationship in making any major impact on the 

Colombian drug trade. 

 The United States anticipated that President Samper would make a significant 

contribution to the decade’s long counterdrug effort which the US and Colombian 

governments had mounted in Colombia.  Unfortunately, the honeymoon-like relationship 

between the United States and the Samper administration quickly vanished.  At the 

beginning of Samper’s bid for the presidency, the United States received information, 

which they thought to be credible, of Samper receiving drug cartel money to fund his 

political campaign.  This ―hunch‖ that the United States had was substantiated when 

recordings of a Cali drug cartel member stating that roughly US$3.5 million had been 

given to the Samper campaign reached US policy makers (Crandall 2008, 85).  This one 

incident is an example of numerous others which plagued President Samper during his 

administration. 

Eventually, the war on drugs became a war on Samper.  When the Republican 

Party took control of the US Congress, in 1994, pressure on the Colombian government 
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mounted.  Relations between the United States and Colombia remained cordial and the 

US government pressured Samper to do more in Colombia’s antidrug efforts (Crandall 

2008, 90).  Samper’s counterdrug efforts followed major US-Colombia drug policy, 

which was clearly a sign that the US ―arm-twisting‖ was having a profound effect on 

Colombia’s drug operations.  However, Samper’s hope in keeping Washington at arm’s 

length was quickly quashed when negative revelations were exposed during the latter part 

of his presidential term.  An investigation by Colombia’s Chief Prosecutor Alfonso 

Valdivieso brought to light the intense corruption that was taking place within the Liberal 

party of Colombia.  The investigation resulted in more than twenty-five indictments 

against legislators and executive branch officials (Crandall 2008, 95).  Several 

noteworthy links between the Cali cartel and President Samper were also brought forth.  

In an effort to impose political pressure on Samper, the United States decertified 

Colombia’s counterdrug abilities and revoked President Samper’s visa (Crandall 2008, 

98-102).   

 Eventually, the United States would soften its policies a bit and would wait until a 

new face occupied the Presidential Office in 1998.  Colombian drug policy reached an 

all-time low during Samper’s administration.  Samper’s political turmoil spilled over into 

Colombian society.  Due to the security deterioration within Colombia, several insurgent 

groups rose to prominence, thus inflicting their ill will on the Colombian people.  It 

would not be until President Andrés Pastrana’s administration that some type of 

improved effort would be developed, which sought to not only improve the security 

situation by toppling the insurgent groups, but most importantly to help curtail the drug 

trade within Colombia. 
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Pastrana’s Zona de Despeje (1998) 

 

With the election of Andrés Pastrana in 1998, Pastrana agreed to implement 

several of the basic tenants of US counterdrug policy (Crandall 2008, 119).  However, 

there was something of great importance to President Pastrana, and that was the 

improvement of security within Colombia.  President Pastrana knew that if he heavily 

pursued his peace efforts, there was the chance that the United States would cut off its 

counterdrug aid to the Colombian government. Going against US wishes, President 

Pastrana met with several FARC leaders in July 1998 and in November of that same year 

the Colombian government authorized a demilitarized zone for the different insurgent 

groups (Crandall 2008, 120).  This effort was met with negative political acceptance by 

the US government.  However, the peace negotiations which had a positive lure within 

the Colombian government began to falter when FARC and other insurgent leaders did 

not fulfill the promises that they made to the Colombian government. 

Plan Colombia & Beyond 

 

Due to increased terrorist attacks and the realization that insurgent groups were 

using the DMZ as an operational command and control center, President Pastrana 

retracted all of the peace efforts he had made with the guerilla groups and began to 

formulate a strategy that would have an enormous impact on the different rebel factions.  

In an effort to appease the counterdrug requirement of the United States, President 

Pastrana lumped the insurgent issue with the drug problem and developed what is now 

called Plan Colombia. 
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Plan Colombia (1999)  

 

Plan Colombia is the Colombian national plan designed by President Pastrana in 

1999, to strengthen the state, achieve peace and prosperity, and fight the illegal drug trade 

(Muller 2006, 67).  What President Pastrana sought to achieve with this security strategy 

was to help improve several areas that were inhibiting the social and political 

sustainability and development of Colombia (Muller 2006, 67).  Plan Colombia was seen 

as the Marshall Plan for Colombia (Muller 2006, 67).  Plan Colombia would revolve 

around five main pillars or facets of social institution building (Muller 2006, 69).  These 

five facets were: 

 Peace Process Formulations 

 Economic Reform 

 Counter-Drug Policy 

 Democratization & Social Reform 

 Justice Reform 

In an effort to garner support from the US government for his strategy, President 

Pastrana sent a letter to President Clinton, in which he specified his overall intent and 

sought the support of the US government.  In the letter, President Pastrana stated that he 

sought to agree upon mechanisms under which Plan Colombia would advance the peace 

process, strengthen democratic and social institutions, and promote greater equity in 

social investment and national development (Pastrana 2000).  After making its way 

through the US Congress, President Clinton signed H.R. 4425 into law (Crandall 2008, 

127).  This bill escalated the amount of funds, aid, and equipment that would arrive in 

Colombia.  The Pastrana Administration’s initiation of Plan Colombia was by far the 
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greatest attempt at effective anti-drug and anti-insurgent policy ever implemented by any 

Colombian President.  Colombia’s effort to deal a major blow to the drug trade, as well as 

the different insurgent groups, would soon cement into a major counterdrug and 

counterinsurgency operational up-tempo, the kind which had never before been seen 

within the Andean region of South America. 

Plan Patriota (2003) 

 

 Alvaro Uribe was sworn into the Presidency in 2002.  During his campaign, 

President Uribe took a hard line approach towards the illegal armed groups and garnered 

widespread support from the populace.  Upon taking office, President Uribe sought to 

take the security strategy that the Pastrana Administration created and immediately 

execute several key components.  The first major security push resulted in the creation of 

Plan Patriota.  Plan Patriota, a mid-2003 offensive, was a campaign to recapture FARC-

held territory (Beittel 2009, 7).  The Colombian military began operations in what was 

largely seen as a successful effort to secure the capital and environs of Bogota (Beittel 

2009, 7).  In 2004, military operations, conducted by an estimated 17,000 troops, focused 

on regaining FARC territory in the southern and eastern regions of the country (Beittel 

2009, 7).  The FARC initially responded with a tactical withdrawal of forces, but 

launched a new counter-offensive in 2005 (Beittel 2009, 7). 

Democratic Security Strategy (2003) 

 

 While Plan Patriota was underway, President Uribe, with the aid of Colombian 

Ministry of Defense and Colombian military leaders, developed a new national-oriented 

strategy that sought to restore and secure democratic order in many unconsolidated areas 

of the Colombian countryside.  This strategy became known as the Democratic Security 
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Strategy (DSS). The principles of this strategy 

are centered on Uribe’s strategic vision.  His 

strategic vision for Colombia called for a strong 

security investment, in which the respect for 

rule of law and human rights were considered as 

key enablers (Mejia 2008, 16).  With this 

security investment, the people’s confidence in 

the state would equate to stability, thus ushering 

in private investment, economic growth, and 

social investment (Mejia 2008, 17).  This process would become a continuous cycle.  

This vision is explained in what has been referred to as the Virtuous Cycle.  Figure 4.3 

illustrates this cycle.  

Since Plan Lazo in the 1960s, the Democratic Security Strategy was the first 

major Colombian strategy that had civil-military relations as one of the cores of its 

operational concepts.  As outlined in the official policy, the main objective of the 

Democratic Security Strategy is ―to strengthen and guarantee the rule of law throughout 

Colombia, through the reinforcement of democratic authority‖ (ColMinDef 2003).  In 

addition to this main goal, the other strategic objectives placed an emphasis on the 

cooperation between the civilian government institutions, the military, and the people 

(ColMinDef 2003).  These five strategic objectives are (ColMinDef 2003, 31-32): 

1. Consolidation of State Control throughout Colombia 

2. Protection of the Population 

3. Elimination of the Illegal Drug Trade in Colombia 
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4. Maintenance of a Deterrent Capability 

5. Transparent and Efficient Management of Resources 

To accomplish these objectives there were six courses of action that were decided upon.  

These courses of action were: coordinating state action through civilian political 

organizations; strengthening state institutions; coordinating control of national territory; 

protecting the rights of Colombians and the state’s infrastructure; cooperation in the 

security of all; and the communication of state policy and action through public 

diplomacy (ColMinDef 2003, 33-61).  After the DSS was implemented, many security 

and social conditions began to improve.   

Plan Patriota initiated major military operations.  As a response to Plan Patriota, 

the illegal armed groups began a major counteroffensive in early 2005.  During this 

period of violence intensification, the GOC sought to develop a new national strategy 

which would help operationalize the concepts they had started with the DSS.  The main 

influencer of this new strategy would be civil-military relations.  The emphasis of this 

approach on the DSS objectives proved to be useful in conducting COIN operations in 

the Colombian countryside.  This new strategy would be called the Democratic Security 

Consolidation Policy.     

Democratic Security Consolidation Policy and the ―Strategic Leap‖ (2007) 

 

 The Democratic Security Consolidation Policy (DSCP), unveiled in 2007, is 

Colombia’s latest national strategy that seeks to continue the improvements that began 

with the Democratic Security Strategy.  The policy serves as the cornerstone of the 

strategic concepts that have developed during President Uribe’s second administration.  

The principles that the GOC used as principles for policy implementation were: the goals 
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of security and peace, action within law, continued presence in the Colombian outback, 

production of security guarantees, coordination of forces, and most importantly the 

coordination of state institutions (ColMinDef 2007, 27-29).   

 With the DSCP, the stage was set for a massive continuation operation which 

sought to consolidate the political advancements (i.e. increased Colombian national 

governance presence) that were made in the previous security strategy.  However, certain 

areas still remained volatile.  In an effort to increase its military/governmental presence in 

fragile areas of Colombia, the presidency authorized the Colombian military and civil 

political institutions to increase consolidation operations.  A March 2009 Presidential 

Directive sought to complete a national territorial consolidation plan, referred to as the 

Salto Estratégico [Strategic Leap].  As of 2010, this operational plan still continues 

(ColPresidency 2009).        

Democratic Security Consolidation Policy – Strategy Assessment 
 

 Strategy is considered the continuation of policy by other means.  According to 

Joint Publication 1-02, the DOD Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms, strategy 

can be defined as the art and science of developing 

and employing instruments of national power in a 

synchronized and integrated fashion to achieve 

theater, national, and or multi-national objectives 

(Joint Staff 2004, 509).  Synthesizing the concept 

even further, one can deduce that strategy at all 

levels is the calculation of objectives, concepts and 

resources within acceptable bounds of risk to create more favorable outcomes (Yarger 
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2006, 1).  Strategy formulation is conceived once political objectives are created and they 

are applied to the strategic environment, which in turn results in the integration of the 

military at this point.  This integration of the military creates a political-military objective 

relational matrix that defines what courses of action the military pursues based on the 

outlined political objectives.  Figure 4.4 illustrates this matrix.   

Good strategy flows from understanding the nature of the environment and 

creating a symmetry and synergy of objectives, concepts, and resources that offer the best 

probability of achieving the policy aims (Yarger 2006, 31).  When a state effectively 

complements military objectives with the political objectives, success is more likely to 

occur.  The relational matrix provides the state with different courses of actions.  The key 

focus in strategy selection should always be how well the state’s strategy complements 

the desired end results.  The selection that Colombia has made fits the desired end results 

that they have established for themselves.  To gauge the Colombian state’s strategic 

complement of its military objectives to political objectives, a systematic evaluation of its 

latest strategy (the Democratic Security Consolidation Policy) is needed.     

Assessment Tool 

 

 To examine the extent to which a strategy has impacted a state’s main adversary, 

requires an understanding that the proper focus of strategy is to clarify and exert 

influence over the strategic environment in order to create strategic events favorable to a 

policy (Yarger 2006).  One can test a possible strategy by examining it for suitability, 

acceptability, and feasibility on the professed strategic environment (Bartholomees 2006, 

82).  To accomplish this, one can use a formulation model that delineates the proper 

breakdown of a strategy.  This research project will use a formulation model that was 
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created by the US Army War College Strategic Studies Institute.  This model was derived 

from the U.S. Army War College Guide to National Security Issues, Volume II: National 

Security Policy and Strategy (Bartholomees 2008, 275).  Figure 4.5 depicts this model. 
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Assessment 

 

 A strategy formulation/evaluation model does not require a set of formulas, which 

require scientific analysis, in order to decipher a clear understanding of a strategy’s 

purpose.  In contrast, the selected model presents a set of guidelines which address key 

components of formulation.  These guidelines offer an approach to address the 

complexity of strategy (Bartholomees 2008, 387).  The guidelines are intended to achieve 

coherence, continuity, and consensus among policy and military objectives 

(Bartholomees 2008, 387). The guidelines of this model start from a greater national 

purpose perspective and conclude with the actual implementation of the strategy.  The 

analysis of the Democratic Security Consolidation Policy (DSCP) will proceed in the rest 

of this section.  One thing to keep in mind is that during the formulation of strategy, as 

outlined in the model, global environment and domestic environment conditions are 

outside influencers and they remain constant during the entire formulation process. 

National Purpose 

 

 This is the beginning point for strategy formulation.  Enduring values and beliefs 

embodied in the national purpose represent the legal, philosophical, and moral basis for 

continuation of the state’s political system (Bartholomees 2008, 388).   When examining 

the DSCP one can derive from the official policy that the national purpose of the 

Colombian state is ―to continue to improve the social conditions of the people, to 

democratically consolidate the areas of lawlessness, and to cause the ultimate end of the 

illegal armed groups‖ (ColMinDef 2007).  This purpose demonstrates how the state 

reflects back on its moral basis and responsibility to the citizenry.   
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National Interests 

 

 There are three generally agreed upon national interests of a state.  These three 

interests are: physical security, promotion of values, and economic prosperity 

(Bartholomees 2008, 388).  The national interests of Colombia reflect these three 

common core interests.  In order to satisfy these interests, according to the DSCP, 

Colombia will improve security through the deployment of more military and security 

forces to vast stretches of Colombia’s outback, as well as reforming governmental policy 

that would aid in security improvement (i.e. justice reform) (ColMinDef 2007).  Once 

security is improved, the state will begin to develop methods of increased governmental 

action to promote common governance values.  This will be conducted through the 

creation of regional and local civic action centers, which also aid in economic 

development (ColMinDef 2007).  

Grand Strategy/Strategic Vision 

 

 At the grand strategic level, the ways and means to achieve strategic objectives 

are based on the national leadership’s strategic vision (Bartholomees 2008, 388).  As with 

the Democratic Security Strategy, the strategic vision of the DSCP is based on the 

virtuous cycle (see Figure 4.3).  The GOC saw the advantages this vision provided and 

has decided to continue its use with its new national strategy.  As outlined in the DSCP, 

―the virtuous cycle has brought about national security improvements, thus creating a 

virtuous security circle which has improved the feeling of peace and security among the 

Colombian people‖ (ColMinDef 2007).  
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National Policy 

 

 Based on strategic decisions, a state’s leadership provides national policy in the 

form of broad guidance concerning the state role in the pursuit of the core national 

objectives (Bartholomees 2008, 389).  The national political leadership has developed a 

national level guidance which delineates the relationship between the different 

governmental actors.  According to the DSCP, this guidance is expressed by the 

Alignment of Efforts (AE) Formula (AE= Military/Police + Social + Anti-narcotics 

Control) in terms of territorial control, stabilization, and consolidation (ColMinDef 

2007).  The procedure further specifies that state entities will commence this formula in 

three phases (ColMinDef 2007).      

Strategy Formulation Process 

 

 The strategy formulation process includes the creation of a system that examines 

and applies, when necessary, the national objectives (ends), strategic concepts (ways), 

and national power (means).  Part of this system also includes a feasibility, acceptability, 

and suitability arrangement in which the actions that are taken are assessed in terms of 

the operational support (both physical and ideological) and the suitability to the overall 

strategic goals.  Finally, part of this process includes the continuous assessment of risks 

which may inhibit tactical/operational/strategic success (Bartholomees 2008, 389-391).  

The DSCP clearly has these crucial imperatives embedded in its strategic core.  The 

DSCP requires a complete overhaul of the state’s intelligence services (the entity 

overseeing risk assessments), the creation of a Center for Strategic Studies which 

examines the state’s application of its national objectives, strategic concepts and national 
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power, and finally, the generation of an internal oversight mechanism which oversees the 

state’s resources (ColMinDef 2007).   

End Result: An Effective Strategy 

 

 With all aspects of this formulation model outlined, we see a resultant strategy 

that properly implements political objectives into the use of the state’s military 

organization.  The strategy follows an evolutionary process that checks off certain key 

elements on a pre-conduct of war checklist, which is necessary to engage and win 

conflicts directed against an opposing political organization.  The DSCP properly 

satisfies the required elements that are present on the pre-conduct of war checklist, while 

implementing significant civil-military relations.  Furthermore, the DSCP incorporates 

the major irregular warfare principles that were outlined in Chapter Two. 

Interagency Approach (Integrated Action) – Core Strategy Principle 

 

 The core principle of Colombia’s strategies, since the DSS, has been the concept 

of an integrated approach, based on the above strategic formulation principles.  This 

approach takes many different state functions and places them in a coordinated organism 

which embarks on ―tackling‖ the state’s innermost problems and deficits.  In a May 2009 

press release, then Colombian Minister of Defense Juan Manuel Santos, defined the 

integrated approach as: ―the state institutions’ entry or return to zones affected by 

violence to satisfy the population’s basic needs, like health, education and public 

services, as well as justice, culture, recreation, and infrastructure projects‖ (Santos 2009). 

The integrated action that results from this approach includes major institutional and 

policy reforms and formulation.  An example of institution reform/formulation has been 

the creation of Centros para la Coordinación de Acción Integral (CCAI) [Centers for the 
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Coordination of Integrated Action].  An example of the policy reform/formulation has 

been the creation of the Justice & Peace Law (JPL).   

Institutional Reform/Formulation – CCAI 

 

 The Centers for the Coordination of Integrated Action (CCAI) seek to coordinate 

the entry of fourteen state institutions, including the military, the judiciary, and cabinet 

departments into parts of Colombia considered to have been ―recovered‖ from the illegal 

armed groups (CIPCOL 2009).  This doctrine is based on the premise that all military and 

social actions are interdependent and no efforts can be successful if the others are not 

(Beittel 2009, 23).  The idea that this presents is that civil-military cooperation is crucial 

for combating the socio-political destabilization that plagues Colombia.  CCAI utilizes 

six principles which substantiate the goals of this method.  These six principles are 

(CIPCOL 2009): 

1. The recognition of the system’s cost benefits. 

2. Definition and connection of common goals. 

3. Establishment of coordination structure. 

4. Establishment of communication channels. 

5. Establishment of mechanisms for control and accountability. 

6. Clear identification of obstacles and solutions. 

CCAI begins its integration of the state’s efforts during the transition phase, after the 

military and security forces have reclaimed territory under national authority.       

History of CCAI Formulation 

 

 The development of CCAI is a response to past frustrations.  In previous 

engagements, the Colombian state would enter into hostile areas and drive out illegal 
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armed groups.  After Colombian forces would exit these areas, the illegal armed groups 

would return and reestablish their bases of operations.  In order to counter this scenario, 

the Colombian government, in collaboration with US Southern Command Civil Affairs 

specialists, developed the CCAI concept (CIPCOL 2009).  This doctrine emerged in 2004 

during a senior leader planning seminar that was held from May 8-10 (CIPCOL 2009).  

The doctrine was fully explored in 2005 and was finally formalized and became a 

strategic centerpiece in 2006 (CIPCOL 2009).  The first CCAI fusion centers (located in 

La Macarena and in Montes de Maria) were formally established in late 2008 (CIPCOL 

2009).     

CCAI – Implementation 

 

 At the national level, CCAI (a cabinet level organization) implements national 

level directives which seek to accomplish the state’s objectives of territorial consolidation 

and democratic political establishment.  Examples of these directives may include 

infrastructure improvement, agricultural development, and political authority 

establishment.  At the sub-national level, application of this strategy is carried out at 

―comprehensive fusion centers‖ (Beittel 2009, 23).  These fusion centers are physical 

locations within consolidated zones where military, police, economic development, social 

and judicial activities are coordinated and conducted (Beittel 2009, 23).  Critics argue 

that these centers blur the lines between military and civilian activities and what is 

needed is increased civilian leadership and greater representation of local interests 

(Beittel 2009, 24).  Due to this criticism, many CCAI fusion centers have implemented a 

greater incorporation of local political leaders in order to represent local interests.        
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Policy Reform/Formulation - JPL 

 

The Justice and Peace Law, officially designated as Law 975, was signed into law 

on July 25, 2005 (ICG 2006, 1). The Justice and Peace Law creates a legal and functional 

framework that seeks to alleviate many of the problems that plague the Colombian justice 

system. These problems include a lack of procedural guidance and a lack of an efficient 

institutional apparatus for prosecution, incarceration, and reintegration of demobilized 

guerrilla combatants.  This policy is a very important part of the government’s overall 

COIN strategy, because it justifies the interagency model that the Colombian government 

has created in terms of seeking to reform the justice system. 

 What the Justice and Peace Law attempts to accomplish is the delineation of 

certain milestones which aid the Government of Colombia, particularly the Ministry of 

Justice and the Interior (the responsible entity for this policy)
5
, in its campaign of 

prosecution, incarceration and reintegration of guerrilla combatants into society.  These 

milestones include sentence reductions if combatants provide information that is 

beneficial for future COIN operations, the establishment of a special judicial court that 

examines and investigates these cases, the creation of a reparation fund (created by the 

seizure of illegally obtained assets of combatants) for the victims of crimes, the 

development of a special social reintegration program for former combatants which 

provides training and education, and finally the creation of a ―forum‖ where victims and 

perpetrators can examine the effects that each have had on one another (ICG 2006, 8).  

Particularly, what the Justice and Peace Law sets out to implement, or serve as a 

catalyst for, is a substantial justice system reformulation within the Colombian judicial 

institution. The Colombian judicial system, prior to the Justice and Peace Law, served as 



84 

 

a major security/peace inhibitor in Colombia’s effort in prosecuting guerrilla combatants 

who were responsible for heinous crimes.  The Justice and Peace Law represents a major 

judicial initiative in Latin America, the likes of which has not been seen in this region.  

This cooperative relationship between the civilian government officials and the security 

institutions within Colombia, presents a major developmental aspect of Colombia’s 

neoliberal democratic evolution. 

History of JPL Formulation 

 

After President Alvaro Uribe was elected in 2002, he sought to take the security 

strategy that the previous Pastrana Administration created and actually execute several 

key components outlined in Plan Colombia.  In terms of the justice reform aspect of the 

plan, President Uribe sought to achieve effective justice policy implementation that 

would help develop a key institutional framework in its combat against the country’s 

subversive factions.  In August 2003, President Uribe submitted a legislative draft to the 

Colombian National Congress outlining the components of the future Justice and Peace 

Law (ICG 2006, 1).  However, this draft was overturned by the Colombian National 

Congress due to other significant human rights issues that were taking place, such as the 

extrajudicial killings being committed by the Colombian military and security forces.  

President Uribe resubmitted his legislative draft in 2005, and after heated debate in the 

Congress, the bill was passed. 

Justice Reform in Latin America 

 Justice reform in Latin America has been a contested issue for quite some time.  

This issue has gained prominence since the end of the Cold War and the evolution of 

Latin America from what Huntington called the Third Wave of democratization.
6
  Part of 
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this democratization involved the socio-political evolution of certain key governmental 

institutions in order to provide for the democratic well being of their citizenry.  Before 

democratization took hold, basic necessities for political and social survival were not 

provided.  As a result of this ―choke hold‖ on the government by the democratization 

wave, the need for reform, especially reform for an archaic judicial system, was required. 

 In order to actually implement judicial reform, the Colombian government 

overcame many hurdles.  These hurdles for progress include the ties the justice system 

has with many Spanish colonial judicial traditions (Garcia 1998, 1268).  These traditions 

deal with the functional effectiveness of the system, the standing of the judiciary vis-à-vis 

the other powers (i.e. executive and legislative) of the state, and the actual credibility of 

the system (Garcia 1998, 1268).  Specifically, the major problems that the judicial system 

has had within Latin America are: (Ratliff 1997, 62-64) 

 Lack of access of the populace to the court systems 

 The unacceptable administrative speed and quality of the court system 

 Lack of independence of the judiciary 

 The delays and backlogs of the court system 

  As a result of these faulty characterizations, judicial reform is necessary in order to 

secure democratic rule in Latin America.  Furthermore, these judicial reforms help 

facilitate foreign policy and economic relations with the rest of the international 

community.  This is achieved through the construction of legal frameworks which 

oversee the decision making abilities of political actors as it relates to the country’s 

constitution.  This ability to facilitate foreign policy and international economic relations 

is something that is crucial for the prosperity of many Latin American countries. 



86 

 

 An adequate program for justice reform requires a specific framework in order to 

be successful.  This framework must ask for more than what the costs and benefits will be 

for the masses (Ratliff 1997, 64).  The first major component of this framework deals 

with bringing the people back into the system.  The system is there to serve the people.  If 

it neglects that duty, then it is not upholding the social contract that exists within a 

democracy.  Secondly, there must be a major effort in clearing any delays or backlogs 

within the system.  Third, there has to be a much more effective system of discipline for 

judicial officials (Ratliff 1997, 67).  Judicial officials are the key component for the 

justice system.  If they are not held accountable for their negligence, then they are being 

ineffective in the entire process on enforcing the rule of law.  Fourth, there needs to be 

more emphasis of legal education and legal education standardization for all individuals 

involved with the justice system.  Finally, there needs to be the creation of judicial 

councils within the justice system.  These judicial councils serve as buffers between the 

judicial system and other branches of government (Ratcliff 1997, 68).  These judicial 

buffers are important because of the prior blurring of the lines between the different 

branches of government.  At times, Latin American justice systems served as an 

instrument of policy making, rather than an instrument of policy checking.  The measures 

that can be used in this framework include looking at the concepts of independence, 

efficiency, effectiveness, and accountability (Bowler 2005, 83).  If this reformulation 

framework is continuously implemented, there will be operable justice systems in Latin 

America, especially in Colombia. 
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Law Enforcement in a COIN Environment 

 The ability to adequately and effectively provide law enforcement in a COIN 

environment is crucial for the overall success of any COIN campaign.  Law enforcement, 

unlike the military, presents a sense of domestic security to which ordinary individuals 

can relate.  However, it is paramount to understand that in order to improve the domestic 

security of any region or country plagued by insurgency, there has to be cooperation 

between the military and the civilian law enforcement capabilities—not only focused on 

policing activities, but also on court systems. According to a Joint Special Operations 

Command University scholar, law enforcement in a COIN environment has to include 

offensive (proactive) community policing and must follow a clear operational design 

(Celeski 2009, 7). 

 The use of sound policing and law enforcement measures, by civilian internal 

security forces, must always be relevant to the ways and means of support for internal 

government policy.  In order to ensure that the security forces follow governmental 

security policy, the law enforcement organizations within the country have to take 

offensive measures to be proactive in deterring and apprehending insurgent combatants 

(Celeski 2009, 8).  Part of this proactive approach requires the establishment of 

continuous police and prosecution operations, in order to reassure the population that the 

idea of the ―rule of law‖ is still the security apparatus’ top priority (Celeski 2009, 13). 

 The second aspect of successful law enforcement in a COIN environment is an 

operational design that ensures that the political agenda is balanced.  This balance creates 

certain dynamics that allow security forces to have a more centric approach in the types 

of law enforcement operations that are conducted.  It is worth noting that with some 
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designs, there is a clear blending of military and civilian security forces in order to 

achieve results.  There are two key designs that are most widely used.  The first design, 

which is the most recognized, includes the use and deployment of the military in support 

of civil authority to protect the national and international security interests of the state 

(Celenski 2009, 36).  This particular model is sometimes referred to as the imperial 

policing design.  The second approach or operational design is typified by the choice of 

the government to handle the situation in its entirety, with the already established law 

enforcement system (Celenski 2009, 37).  This approach is heavy in terms of civilian law 

enforcement.  The strength of this approach is that it keeps the insurgency within the 

legal context of a criminal problem, thus offering the full use of the judicial system.  

Furthermore, this approach examines the possibility of a joint cooperative agreement 

between the civilian security forces and the military, if the need arises.  The necessity for 

clear proactive law enforcement operations, in conjunction with an adequate operational 

design, allows the achievement of success much sooner in a COIN environment. 

JPL Policy Formulation 

 

With a clear understanding of the Justice and Peace Law is, it is now easier to 

actually look at the major policy formulation steps and compare their progress to the 

parameters presented in the justice reform and law enforcement during COIN operations 

literature.  The first step that needs to be analyzed is the action plan that was conceived 

for the Justice and Peace Law.  Before the actual plan can be analyzed, it is first 

necessary to examine the goals, objectives and target population of this policy. As 

described by Colombian Vice President Santos, during an interview with the Wilson 

Center in 2005, the Justice and Peace Law has six goals (Santos 2005).  These goals are: 
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1. Achieve peace through the promotion of humanitarian agreements with certain 

conditions. 

2. Deactivate a major ―war machine.‖ 

3. Solve very serious crimes. 

4. Reconstruct the truth. 

5. Provide reparation for victims. 

6. Serve as a stimulus for combatant demobilization through social reintegration. 

As these goals illustrate, the foundation of this policy has both security and social 

stabilization attributes at its core.  With these goals established and defined, what are 

created are certain objectives that must be accomplished in order for there to be any real 

change in the present situation.  These objectives take the goals that VP Santos discusses 

and makes them measurable and specific.  The objectives of the above goals clearly have 

a time frame of 2005 (when the law was enacted) until the present, with the final result of 

peace being realized in Colombia.  At the heart of these objectives are a series of actions 

and events which target the different insurgent groups-the main target of this policy.  The 

intended outcomes of these objectives include: 

1. Strategy reformulation. 

2. Increased military operations targeted against the insurgent groups. 

3. Put insurgents who committed crimes behind bars. 

4. Help in the reintegration of former combatants. 

5. Provide monetary means for victim reparation. 

6. Provide an avenue for initial demobilization and continued demobilization in the 

future. 
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 After developing goals and certain achievable objectives, a definitive plan was 

followed in order to make sure that the policy was actually doing what it was supposed to 

do.  It is important to note that the resources which have driven the actual implementation 

of this policy have come from the United States.  The US has provided a vast amount of 

monetary and logistical aid.  This may have the ability to hinder future success, because 

current policy formulation has been inadvertently been associated to US aid.  If the US 

aid stops flowing into Colombia, effective policy formulation and reform may also cease.  

In order to easily explain the action plan that develops from the JPL formulation, a 

graphic was created (Figure 4.6). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As the graphic depicts, the courses of action that are taken are indeed logical.  Each step 

in the action plan builds upon its predecessor, thus allowing goals and objectives to be 

ultimately met.  It is however, worth pointing out, that the last three steps in this action 

plan occur in a cyclical manner.  This cyclical system allows for the constant 

demobilization and reintegration of insurgent combatants, something which the 
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Colombian government wants, but which also will improve the security situation (less 

insurgents = less security threat).  

Colombian Strategy: Possible Linear Evolution? 

 When you look at military strategy in the United States, you can perceive a 

clearly structured approach in political objective establishment, followed by strategy 

formulation.  An example of this is represented by the US National Military Strategy 

(NMS).  The National Military Strategy describes how the US Defense Department, but 

more specifically the US armed forces, is going to engage in and accomplish the 

objectives as outlined in the President’s National Security Strategy (NSS 2004).  The 

President has the role of being the Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces, and as 

such is required to develop a National Security Strategy that describes the main 

objectives of the armed forces and the nation (NMS 2004).  The last National Military 

Strategy that was developed was in 2004, during the G.W. Bush Administration. The 

National Military Strategy serves four purposes.   

The first purpose of the National Military Strategy is to provide a description of 

the strategic environment and the opportunities and challenges that affect US national 

interests and national security.  This environment encompasses the emergence of regional 

threats as well as international threats such as terrorism, weapons of mass destruction, 

and asymmetric warfare challenges.  Once the operational environment is defined, the 

strategy that the US decides to follow can clearly be illustrated (Bartholomees 2004).   

The second purpose of the National Military Strategy is to specify the ends, ways, 

and means of US national security strategy.  This section of the NMS basically describes 

to the policy makers what the military is going to accomplish.  These objectives are 
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parallel in terms of the strategic environment, which is discussed in the first portion of 

this strategy.  The strategic and operational concepts of the military on the battlefield 

constitute the ways of this strategy. This section helps explain how the military intends to 

accomplish the objectives it outlines. Finally, the adequacy of strategic capabilities serves 

as the means that are required to achieve the accomplishments the military outlined, 

without excess risk to military or strategic entities (Bartholomees 2004).    

The third purpose of the National Military Strategy is to account for the 

contribution of regional allies and national partners.  The overall objective of military 

capabilities is the deployment of the military as part of an integral approach that entails 

all instruments of national power in collaboration with the operational capability of allies 

and partners.  This portion of the strategy assesses the capabilities, adequacy and 

operational ability of regional allies.  The fourth and final purpose of the National 

Military Strategy is the assessment of the nature and magnitude of the strategic and 

military risks associated with successful execution of missions that are outlined in the 

strategy. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff analyzes any issues that pertain to the 

readiness of the forces (Bartholomees 2004). 

The US approach presents a logical strategy evolution.  When attempting to apply 

this same approach to Colombia’s strategic development, you hit many logic hurdles.  

You are left with information gaps, which skew the strategic importance of the state’s 

security policies.  When asked, common Colombian field grade military officers have a 

difficult time explaining the evolutionary process of their strategy.
7
  One could surmise to 

some extent that Plan Colombia was Colombia’s first National Security Strategy (when 

comparing it to the US system) because it delineated national level security goals.  Then 
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with the implementation of Plan Patriota, a military strategy, security concepts from 

Plan Colombia were taken and a campaign plan was formulated in order to engage the 

different illegal armed groups.  Could Plan Patriota be considered a National Military 

Strategy (NMS)?  After President Uribe was elected, he created his Democratic Security 

Strategy (DSS), another strategy that can be considered a NSS.  Then in 2007, President 

Uribe unveiled his Democratic Security Consolidation Policy (DSCP), a newer and more 

improved version of his previous NSS, the DSS. Once the DSCP was created, the 

Colombian military developed their Strategic Leap plan, a quasi-NMS/campaign plan.   

As this illustrates, there has been somewhat of an evolution of Colombian 

strategy.  Even though it does not follow US strategy formulation and evolution to the 

letter, it does present a type of structured implementation process that shows strategic 

advancement within the confines of the Colombian political and defense sectors.  

However, the underlining question is, are there ―for the greater good‖ motives or are 

there individualistic political motives which have guided the formulation and execution 

of the above listed strategies?  There are some analysts and researchers who believe that 

many of the strategies were created as a way to build the political base of administrations 

and political parties in future elections. 

Model Shortcomings 
  

 As with all theoretical frameworks and government policies, there are always 

going to be certain downfalls and shortcomings that result from their use and application.  

Colombia’s COIN doctrine is not excluded.  There are three model shortcomings that are 

a direct result of certain attributes of Colombia’s strategy. These three model 

shortcomings are a lack of governmental oversight, human rights violations, and a 
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prevalence of international dependence.  Even though a major strategic overhaul occurred 

in Colombia, there were certain policy areas and functions that were left untouched.  

Western militaries are highly scrutinized by legislative bodies.  For example, in the 

United States, the Department of Defense and all the military services and their entities 

are subject to critical Congressional oversight and regulation.  In the case of Colombia, 

an Office of the Inspector General for the Ministry of Defense and the armed services 

does exist, but its ability to implement serious change, based on effective oversight, is 

very minimal.  Personal advancement by Inspectors General is threatened if they report 

abuses of power committed by the upper echelons of the Ministry of Defense.   

The inherent lack of governmental oversight has led to many human rights 

violations committed by Colombian military service members.  Once such example is the 

False Positives scandal and the political repercussions that resulted from this incident.
8
 

This human rights scandal involved many senior Colombian military leaders and resulted 

in extensive internal conflict among the Colombian ranks.  Human rights violations have 

the ability to negatively impact military counterinsurgency operations and hinder 

effective civil-military relations.  If the populace fears the security and defense forces that 

are there to protect them, then how are these security/defense forces going to defeat an 

enemy that has the ability to blend in with the civilian population?  Furthermore, human 

rights violations are counterintuitive to the ―hearts and minds‖ concept that is at the 

center of basic counterinsurgency doctrine.  

The last model shortcoming is Colombia’s dependence on international support 

and aid.  Colombia, like all Latin American countries, faces difficult financial issues.  A 

substantial majority of the Colombian population lives in poverty.  In an effort to help the 
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Colombian government implement various reforms, many international partners—mainly 

the United States—have provided vast amounts of financial, logistical, and military aid.  

Tables 4.1 and 4.2 depict the amount of money that the Government of Colombia has 

received
9
 and the dollar amount of military arms purchases since 1999. 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The aid that Colombia has received has allowed the Colombian government to 

actually take the COIN doctrine that they developed and implement it.  However, what is 

going to happen when the United States is no longer there to provide the millions of aid 
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dollars?  Throughout the Colombian government there is a feeling of contempt for what 

is going on.  The GOC believes that it will always receive aid from the US.  This fiscal 

laziness, if you can characterize it as such, does not lead to success in the final stages of a 

counterinsurgency situation.  In a counterinsurgency environment, you should always try 

to be two or three steps ahead of your adversary, trying to predict what will be the next 

strategic step.  What should be accomplished, within the confines of the governmental 

institution, is a complete overhaul of the political system which would allow the 

government to stand on its ―own two feet‖ and take the fiscal initiative for future policy 

reform proposals.  Until this is accomplished, Colombia will not be able to achieve its 

political and strategic ambitions.  Even though these shortfalls are present, it is 

anticipated that once probable solutions are created, the effects of these issues will still be 

present, but their impact on Colombia’s progress will be drastically reduced. 
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V. COLOMBIAN CIVIL-MILITARY RELATIONS, ITS COIN EFFORT AND THE 

NATIONAL-LEVEL IMPACT 

 

 With a defined effort in place, Colombian political and military leaders have 

sought to implement their strategic approaches in order to curtail the violence in 

Colombia’s sprawling urban centers and, most importantly, the countryside.  Previous 

battlefield lessons, historical/political/geographic-based strategic precedence, and a 

redefinition of strategic objectives—as it related to achieving social and political goals of 

improvement—culminated in a well-defined operational formula, in which change was 

more probable to occur. There was and still remains a resounding sense of confidence 

within the governmental establishment.  They see this approach to COIN warfare as a 

solution to defeating the illegal armed groups, thus resulting in the end of the decades-old 

conflict and socio-political destabilization.   

Colombian Politics and the Role of the Military 

 
 The Colombian political system has long been called a ―resilient political system 

with intransigent problems‖ (Kline 2007, 199).  Colombia is characterized by a strong 

history of effective governmental rule, when compared to local neighbors and other 

regional states.  Not many Latin American countries have had a stronger tradition of 

civilian governments, fewer military coups, or have had more elections held with few 

incidents (Kline 2007, 1999).  Even with this track record, the very concept of democratic 

rule in Colombia has long been affected by the violence in the country.  Even though the 

Colombian state has many accolades, the democratic regime can be categorized as a weak 
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system that has been compromised by endemic violence and a system that is subjected to 

an uneven application of the rule of law, which is further exacerbated by historical social 

inequalities (Kline 2007, 1999). 

 The political system in Colombia can be described as a democratic system that is 

heavily based on political clientelism.  The clientelism that is apparent in Colombia has 

long ties to the colonial experience of Latin America (Martz 1997, 11; 25).  Aristocratic 

forms introduced by Spanish and Portuguese colonizers quickly created a two-class 

system in Latin America (Martz 1997, 25).  The type of clientelism that dominated 

Colombia for the greater part of its existence can be categorized as a patron-client 

relationship.  This relationship can be explained as: 

a dyadic (two-person) exchange relationship that involved a largely instrumental 

friendship in which an individual of higher socioeconomic status (patron) uses 

their influence and resources to provide protection or benefits, or both, for a 

person of lower status (client) who, for his part, reciprocates, by offering general 

support and assistance, including personal services to the patron (Martz 1997, 17-

18). 

With the modernization and progression of Colombian society, the patron-client 

relationship that once existed morphed into a political-clientelist system that included 

dynamics of its past system with aspects of a belief system not focused on individual 

needs, but on the greater needs of society (i.e. national governance, protections, etc.) 

based on the decisions of the few (the elite).  
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  In lieu of the elite-dominated political system, participation in the Colombian 

governmental system is quite substantial.  Table 5.1 displays the election results for the 

past ten presidential elections held between 1970 and 2006. 

   

 

As the table illustrates, participation in presidential elections has fluctuated over the past 

thirty-seven years.  This participation has not deviated in any particular direction during 

the course of the political ―musical chairs‖ power arrangement—between Liberal-

oriented and Conservative-oriented political parties—which developed after the National 

Front system was established and the formulation of the state’s new constitution in the 

early 1990s.  This is evident in the mix of political ideologies of the different political 

parties that have taken control of Colombia’s highest office (also illustrated in Table 5.1).  

This trend is represented in the following line graphs which depict the data in a 

longitudinal format. 
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The key aspect that can be derived from both Table 5.1 and Figures 5.1 and 5.2 is that the 

greatest participation in the presidential election, within this time period of thirty-seven 

years, occurred during the 1998 election.  President Pastrana, who was elected in the 

second round run-off election, sought to resolve many of the critical issues that ravaged 

Colombia.  One could surmise that the Colombian populace was fed up with the way that 

the Colombian ―political game‖ was played, and wanted change in the governmental 

policies that were geared towards tackling the issue of illegal armed groups.  As 

previously discussed in Chapter Four of this research project, the President before 

Pastrana, Ernesto Samper, was involved in many different scandals (i.e. Samper’s alleged 

connections to the Cali Cartel).  The security situation of Colombia vastly deteriorated.  

The people wanted change. One can opine that this was the beginning of the civil-

military cooperation that would aid in future strategy development.  More importantly, 

though, it was the beginning of the state’s recognition of this particular concept. 
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The Military in Colombian Politics 

 The military establishment in Colombia has, for most of its existence, been an 

entity that supported political leaders in power.  The Colombian military has been one of 

the least interventionist in Latin America (Kline 2007, 217).  However, due to the fact 

that this organization has the ability to overthrow any civilian governmental 

establishment by force, Colombian Presidents could not ignore the interests of the 

military.  The military has a share of the national budget and the government must share 

its autonomy over internal decisions with the military (Kline 2007, 217).  The inclusion 

of the military has always been one of the major political objectives of the civilian 

political establishment.   

There have only been two instances in post-independence Colombia’s history in 

which the military staged a coup and removed the elected civilian president.  The first 

was the 1854 coup carried out by General José María Melo (Walker 1990).  The second 

coup was in 1953 and that brought General Rojas Pinilla into power (Walker 1990).  

However, the politicization of the military by conservative Presidents Ospina and Gomez 

between 1946 and 1953, was a possible contributing factor to the military leading a coup 

against the civilian political establishment in 1953 (Kline 2008, 218).  

Colombian military support of civilian political leaders is centered on support for 

the maintenance of public order and internal security (Walker 1990).  The relationship 

between the military and the civilian rulers has been one rocked by scandal after scandal 

and by despotic rule.  With the advent of Plan Colombia, the Colombian military has 

developed into a modern fighting force that has the capability to develop effective 

strategic concepts for the security of the state.  This feat in itself is a tremendous 
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advancement.  However, if the civilian political elite fail to maintain public order, 

internal security, and a perception of foreign deterrence, there is the possibility of 

military intervention or the military taking a strategic initiative and establishing political 

objectives of its own.  This would be counterintuitive to the philosophy of which great 

strategists have theorized. 

There are two instances in recent history, which personify the possibility of the 

military taking a strategic initiative on its own and acting without presidential approval.  

The first incident was the November 1985 storming of the Colombian Palace of Justice, 

wherein M-19 guerrillas seized the site and held the judges as hostages (Kline 2007, 218).  

The second incident was the December 1990 military attack on guerrilla headquarters in 

the Meta Department (Kline 2007, 218).  One cannot categorically reject the possibility 

of a military coup in the future (Kline 2007, 218).  There is a history of military takeovers 

and the military stepping outside of the political decision making establishment, in order 

to complete strategic objectives that it views as vital to Colombia’s national security.  As 

long as the civilian political elites make Colombia’s security one of the governing 

administration’s priorities, it is reasonable to conclude that the military is less likely to 

intervene in the political system of Colombia.  This lack of political intervention will 

complement the civil-military relationship that is at the heart of Colombia’s new strategy, 

because it ensures the survivability of the civilian political elites-military institution leg 

of Colombia’s triangular civil-military relationship.                   

Colombian Civil-Military Relations 

 
 Civil-military relations in Colombia are not an alien concept within the state’s 

democratic configuration.  In spite of over forty years of civil war, the command, control, 
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and organization of the Colombian armed forces have continuously evolved in a direction 

that supports the development of democratic civil-military relations (Fishel 2000, 53).  

However, even though civil-military relations have been a long-time principle of 

Colombia’s democracy, they have had to overcome strategic and operational hurdles in 

order to become a decisive influencer in Colombian strategy formulation.  The history of 

civil-military relations in Colombia illustrates in full measure what British historian Hew 

Strachan calls, ―the political consequences of professionalism‖ (Bruneau & Trinkunas 

2008, 127). 

   Civil-military relations between the civilian political institution and the military 

are regulated by written and unwritten controls.  The written controls involve the 

oversight and command and control function that the Colombian Congress, executive 

branch, and judicial branch have over the Colombian military (Bruneau & Trinkunas 

2008,134-139).  The unwritten controls involve notions and ideals that have developed 

over the years, as a result of historical and political precedents.  This relationship equates 

to an affiliation that helps each respective organization work together for the common 

good of the people. 

 The relationship between the military and the people can trace much of its 

original development to the civic action concepts that were developed during the 

implementation of Plan Lazo.  As was mentioned in Chapter Four, these civic action 

groups developed social development programs, in order to serve as a counterbalance to 

the communist insurgency and mayhem that enveloped Colombia after La Violencia 

ended.  Building on this historical policy idea, the GOC developed updated versions of 
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the civic action groups into what is now referred to as CCAI fusion centers (another topic 

that was discussed in the previous chapter). 

 When looking at the relationship of the civilian political establishment and the 

populace, it can be characterized as a work in progress.  Attempting to overcome the 

political clientelism that inhibits fully democratic evolution may cause shortfalls in 

effective strategy formulation.  However, the effort of the GOC in establishing social 

development programs has helped in cementing ties between the political establishment 

and the populace.  The interconnection between the government and the people can make 

major strides in the overall situation of the state. 

Civil-Military Relations & the Colombian COIN Effort 

 

As referenced in Chapter Two, irregular warfare introduces an unequal dialogue 

between civilian and military leaders (Cronin 2008, 2).  This is especially true in a setting 

where trust between the two institutions has historically been uneasy, or if recent strategic 

modernization has occurred—as in the case of Colombia.  Even though the Colombian 

military has historically been a cooperating entity in respect to the civilian political 

apparatus, certain uneasy tensions are present between the two organizations as they 

relate to state security.       

As a review of what was discussed in Chapter Two, because of the unequal and 

uneasy dialogue that exists, certain challenges are encountered during the conduct of 

operations.  These challenges are: 

1. How to measure success (Cronin 2008, 4). 

2. How to choose leaders for irregular warfare and for stability and reconstruction 

operations (Cronin 2008, 5). 
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3. How to integrate strategies and approaches (Cronin 2008, 7). 

 In order to overcome these challenges, what is required is solid and transparent 

integration, cooperation from within the confines of the political and military 

establishments, strategic patience, and most importantly, a whole-of-government 

approach (Cronin 2008, 10).  It is evident from the strategy assessment that was 

conducted on the DSCP that the strategy which has been developed since Plan Colombia 

creates mechanisms to successfully tackle these challenges.  Furthermore, the successful 

integration of these three components can be attributed to the principles outlined in the 

concordance theory of civil-military relations. 

 The concordance theory highlights dialogue, accommodation, and shared 

values or objectives among the military, the political elites, and society (Schiff 1995, 12).  

This consensus-based approach to governance highlights the efforts of major democratic 

initiatives.  Instead of focusing solely on the specific type of civil-military relations 

model, concordance theory focuses on the agreement on four key concepts by all three 

partners (Schiff 2009, 32).  These four concepts are: 

 Social composition of the Officer Corps 

 Political decision-making process 

 Military recruitment method 

 Military style (adaptation of military professionalism to a given situation) 

When this civil-military approach is applied to Colombia’s strategy formulation, there are 

areas that match and aid in the civil-military success of Colombia, and there are others 

that do not necessarily pertain to what is going on in Colombia.  The three key areas that 
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match to Colombia’s latest strategy are the political decision-making process, the military 

recruitment method, and the current military style.  The DCSP places the decision 

making responsibility in the hands of the civilian institution.  This approach is accepted 

by the military establishment and the populace, thus increasing the legitimacy of the 

state.   

In terms of the military recruitment method, the number of personnel in the 

military has increased during the past ten years.  Figure 5.3 presents this trend during the 

past ten-year time period.  Military recruitment, training, and outfitting require a large 

expenditure of funds.  In order to obtain 

these funds, the GOC implemented a war 

tax that increased state revenue.  If the 

populace was not completely in agreement 

with this approach towards military 

enlargement, two things would not have 

occurred.  These two items were the 

imposition of a war tax and the increase in 

military manpower.  However, with conscription practices in place, there may not be any 

options in terms of military personnel augmentation. 

The adaptation of military professionalism to internal and external events, is a 

given when discussing the strategic structure of the Colombian armed forces.  Since Plan 

Colombia, the military has developed into a competent military organization (i.e. the 

upcoming deployment of Colombian Special Operations Forces (SOF) to Afghanistan).  

Past events in which the military has involved itself (i.e. storming of the Palace of Justice 
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and the attack of FARC headquarters elements) clearly demonstrate that the Colombian 

military is well prepared to deal with situations that it believes are crucial to Colombia’s 

national security.  This willingness to act independently on behalf of national security 

epitomizes the core aspect of the relationship between the political establishment and the 

military institution.  The social composition of the Officer Corps has not changed since 

the creation of the country’s military forces.  The makeup of the Officer Corps is a 

constant within the structure of the military, so this is a nonissue as it pertains to this 

principle of the concordance theory.  Elites have never fully been involved in Colombian 

officership, so there is no issue as it pertains to this principle. In the case of Colombia, 

this particular principle does not sway the civil-military relationship in any direction.         

Impact of Civil-Military Relations & COIN Strategy on State Conditions (A 

National Level Analysis) 
 

 The impact that Colombia’s civil-military concentric strategy has had on the state 

at the national level can be divided into two key areas.  These two areas are security 

(violence levels) and socio-political conditions.  These two areas are measured through 

the use of a variety of indicators.  The importance and selection criteria for the variables 

were discussed in detail in Chapter Two.  The time frame that is examined is a twenty-

year time period from 1989-2008.  The time frame is divided into two time periods.  

Time period one includes the years 1989-1998.  Time period two includes the years 

1999-2008.  The dividing point is the implementation of Plan Colombia in 1999.  

Security Impact 

 

 The four indicators that were chosen to examine the security impact that this 

strategy has had on Colombia’s violence levels were: massacres, kidnappings (including 
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attempted), terrorist incidents (which include: oil pipeline, energy tower, bridge and road 

destruction through the use of explosives, and attacks against towns), and finally the 

number of illegally armed combatants who have demobilized.  Table 5.2 illustrates the 

number of events per each indicator. 

 

 

 

The information in Table 5.2 shows that the number of incidents in time period two, 

when compared to time period one, has increased.  The percentage differences between 

time period one and time period two, for the massacres and kidnappings indicators, is a 
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significant negative percentage difference.  This negative growth that is represented by 

this difference can equate to a militarization of the state.  This state militarization can be 

attributed to organized means of violence in the growth and change of the Colombian 

state, since the government implemented its new COIN strategies.  However, the number 

of demobilized combatants has increased.  This increase in the number of demobilized 

combatants can equate to the possibility of less players on the battlefield, thus ushering in 

the possibility of less violence.  It is important though, to keep in mind that the 

demobilization of combatants did not start until 2002 (as indicated in Table 5.2).  Definite 

conclusions on this particular aspect cannot be made at this time.  To illustrate these 

results in graphic form, a line graph was created in order to aid in the trend analysis of 

this variable, based on the application of Colombia’s new COIN approach, which began 

in 1999. 
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Figure 5.4 illustrates that since 1999, the year in which Colombia implemented its 

new civil-military concentric-relationship doctrine, the total number of violent incidents, 

since the implementation of the strategy, has decreased.  When looking at this trend 

analysis, one may conclude that the violence levels have decreased.. However, a note 

needs to be interjected at this point.  When comparing the levels of violence between time 

period one and time period two, the amount of violence is drastically different.  It is 

evident that with the increased focus of the state on its security issues, violence has 

increased.  In the long run, this negative growth may be counterintuitive to the 

established political goals of the state.  Furthermore, the national-level data includes 

major metropolitan urban centers such as Bogota, Medellin, Cali, and Cartagena, to name 

a few.  As a result, the number of incidents for the chosen security indicators may not be 

an adequate representation of what is occurring in the countryside, where the bulk of the 

COIN fighting takes place.  In addition, there may be other factors which may have 

impacted the national-level conditions of Colombia.   

Socio-Political Impact 

 

 The indicators that were selected to measure the socio-political conditions of 

Colombia at the national level were divided among five social indicators and five 

political indicators.  The social indicators are the GINI coefficient, poverty rate, literacy 

rate, life expectancy, and birth rates.  The selected political indicators are the Freedom 

House civil liberties and political rights scores, and the free speech, freedom of assembly 

and electoral self determination scores from the CIRI Human Rights dataset.  Table 5.3 
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displays the information for social indicators. Table 5.4 displays the information for the 

political indicators. 
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In order to digest the results of this trend analysis, one must break down each component 

individually. Once a clear understanding is formulated for each area of the socio-political 

variable, a holistic understanding of Colombia’s socio-political condition can be finalized 

for the 1989-2008 time period.   

 According to the World Bank Statistics Manual glossary, the GINI coefficient, 

based on the Lorenz curve
14

, is a statistical dispersion measurement that ranks income 

distribution among a selected population.  Specifically, it is used to measure the 

inequality that is present within a society.  The range of the coefficient is from 0 to 1.  

However, when you multiple your results by 100, you can get the percentage value.  The 

lower the amount, the greater the equality.  The greater the amount equates to greater 

inequality.  When looking at the coefficient percentage for Colombia between the two 

ten-year periods, the average GINI percentage amount increased.  The – 7.84 percentage 

difference illustrates that inequality in Colombia has increased.   The average of the GINI 

coefficient for time period two is a high amount. According to the CIA World Fact Book, 

the realistic and acceptable range for the world is from .25 (25%) to .60 (60%).  

Colombia is within this range—but just barely.  This high percentage illustrates that there 

is still significant socio-economic inequality in Colombia.  This inequality can be 

associated with the poverty rate.  The poverty rate which is calculated every few years, 

illustrates that the percentage of the population that lives below the poverty line 

(according to the official statistics) has increased.  However, life expectancy has 

increased.  This indicator can be associated with improvements associated with the COIN 

strategy, but it could also be correlated with the modernization of Colombian society.  
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 When examining the political conditions of Colombia between the two time 

periods, one can surmise that the conditions within Colombia have not significantly 

changed.  The civil liberties and political rights scores are measured on a scale of one to 

seven, with one representing a citizen experiencing the highest degree of freedom and 

seven representing a citizen having low, to no freedom at all.  The condition of civil 

liberties remained constant during time period one, with no change until the end of time 

period two.  The percentage difference between the two time periods represented a 

minimal positive growth.  This small positive growth can equate into a minimal 

improvement as a result of the state’s COIN strategy.  When comparing the political 

rights scores, the results are opposite.  The percentage difference between time period 

one and two was negative.  The negative growth illustrates how a citizen’s freedom of 

political rights went from being good, to deteriorating.   

The three indicators selected from the CIRI Human Rights dataset, exemplify 

certain preconditions which are requites in a functioning democracy.  The free speech 

score is measured on a scale of 0-2, with 0 representing full censorship, 1 being limited 

censorship, and 2 being no censorship.  Based on the results of the time period 

comparison, the ability to practice free speech has remained constant, even though the 

difference can be measured with a positive 9.52 percent difference.  The freedom of 

assembly score is also measured on a scale of 0-2.  Zero represents strict restriction, 1 is 

limited restriction, and 2 represents unlimited ability.  For the two time periods the ability 

to assemble freely has decreased.  The last political indicator was the electoral self-

determination score.  As with the other two previous indicators, this indicator is measured 

on a 0-2 scale.  Zero represents the absence of self-determination, 1 is some limited self-
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determination, and 2 represents free electoral self-determination.  For this particular 

indicator there was no change.  Even though this research project makes the supposition 

that these political indicators are related or correlated to the state’s new COIN effort, 

there are other conditions which may have affected the positive and negative growths of 

political conditions within this specified time frame.     

When examining the socio-political variable and interpolating all the concepts of 

this variable, a general assumption can be made surrounding the socio-political condition 

of Colombia since the implementation of the new COIN strategy.  Since the country 

began its COIN strategy, certain socio-political conditions have improved, while income 

distribution inequality, with a twenty-year negative GINI average, and a high poverty rate 

still remains a big issue.  As with the security indicators and the level of violence from 

1999-2008, the national-level data for Colombia’s socio-political conditions include 

major urban areas, which are the centers of commerce for the country.  The social and 

political conditions of the rural countryside reflect a different story.  As with any Latin 

American country, Colombia suffers from extreme forms of poverty.  The areas that 

experience this poverty are those in the Colombian outback.  However, to gain an 

understanding of what is going on in the rural areas of the country would be an 

insurmountable task, because of the lack of reliable subnational socio-political data.     

Improvement & Balanced Sustainability at the National Level?  
 

 The results of this national-level trend analysis clearly demonstrate that since the 

GOC implemented the necessary mechanisms to achieve its political objectives, the state 

has seen a decrease in the levels of violence and the creation of an environment that 

influences individual Colombians to be contributive members to Colombian society.  
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However, as previously discussed in this chapter, the data analyzed looks at the national 

perspective, a fact which may skew the actual conditions of the entire country.  Urban 

centers and major metropolitan areas usually experience better conditions than the rest of 

the population, especially in a society that has experienced the type of violence and 

inequality that Colombia has experienced. There are still significant socio-political 

reasons why certain segments of the Colombian population would engage in violent acts 

against the government.  Furthermore, there could exist other factors which have 

influenced the referenced indicators.  This project has arrived at the conclusion that the 

results obtained from the analysis, represents an existing impact of the new Colombian 

COIN doctrine on the country.  However, the new COIN doctrine is not the only reason 

for this impact.  The new COIN doctrine is a tool which enables Colombia to conceivably 

come full circle and start to emerge as a reconciled democratic state.   

 Making substantial conclusions about Colombia’s ability to sustain these 

improvements is ill-fated, especially when attempted within the confines of this research 

project.  There are not enough cases within the sample size to conduct any involved 

statistical significance tests.  However, based on previously mentioned issues and ideas 

about strategy formulation and political objective accomplishment, one can hypothesize 

about the future outcome of this strategy implementation.  As the state improves its social 

and political conditions, the state will more than likely experience political and security 

levels improvement.  Colombia’s new DSCP strategy has many embedded organisms and 

mechanisms which are conducive to sustainable improvements.  The Colombian 

―strategic thinkers‖ learned this important lesson from previous eras, and that is why they 

incorporated this concept in their new strategy.  What is now necessary is a closer 
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examination of this new strategy’s impact at a sub-national level, as it pertains to levels 

of violence.  After all, the majority of hostile acts occur in localized areas of the state.        
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VI. COLOMBIA’S COIN EFFORTS AT THE SUB-NATIONAL LEVEL: A 

COMPARATIVE CASE STUDY ANALYSIS 

 

  

 As a result of the possibly skewed results that the national-level trend analysis 

presents, a thorough understanding of what is occurring within Colombia’s borders may 

not be fully achievable without further investigation. What aids in understanding the 

current situation is an examination of the levels of violence in Colombia’s sub-national 

regions.  Comprehending what is transpiring at the sub-national level is warranted, based 

on the fact that the majority of engagements between the Colombian armed forces and the 

illegal armed groups occur at this social and political level of Colombia.  The sub-

national level is ―ground zero‖ for Colombian strategy implementation and evaluation.  

These areas are also the main operating areas for the illegal armed groups.  Furthermore, 

if one understands what is going on at the sub-national level, then one will have a 

detailed insight of the strategic impact this new approach to COIN warfare has had on 

Colombia.   

In order to properly understand the full extent of Colombia’s new COIN efforts, 

you must utilize a method that enables you to compare the conditions of a region before a 

major influencing event (i.e. an application of an advanced strategic COIN doctrine) was 

introduced, and how conditions have developed since the introduction of the new 

influencer.  One of the key methods that enable such work to be undertaken is the 

comparative case study method.  In addition, this approach is appropriate for a research 
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project that has a small sample size (as in the case of this research project).  As 

previously mentioned in Chapter One, the evidence that substantiates the application of 

this method—within only one country and not between two or more countries as is the 

case of most comparative studies—is derived from Robert Putnam’s work entitled 

Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy.  Putnam examined two 

different regions in Italy and compared measures of civicness and institutional 

performance.  The two regions that he examined where polar opposites on the Italian 

socio-political spectrum.  However, they both had similar divergent paths in their civic 

emergence.  The purpose of this chapter is to take the same conceptual approach that 

Putnam worked with, and compare the violence levels (security indicators) between two 

different sub-national regions of Colombia.  The two regions selected for this 

comparative analysis are La Macarena region of the Meta Department and the Uraba 

region of the Antioquia Department.  The Most 

Similar System Design (MSSD) will aid in the 

completion of this comparative analysis. 

  The differentiating factor for this 

comparative analysis is that one region has had 

a CCAI fusion established within it and the 

other has not.  This fact should theoretically 

entail differences in the violence levels of the 

two selected cases.  Even though the violence 

levels should be different at this time, the end 

product is the same for each region—the 
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establishment of democratically consolidated areas.  Colombia is divided into thirty-two 

departments and one capital district (the capital district is treated like a department).  

Figure 6.1 illustrates these divisions.  Due to these divisions, the levels of violence and 

the socio-political conditions of the country are widely dispersed.  The two selected 

regions represent a cross-section of Colombian society, which is not located in major 

urban areas. 

 In Chapter Four it was mentioned that the first CCAI fusion centers were formally 

established in La Macarena (the southern area on the map) and in Montes de María (the 

northern area of the map) in late 2008.  These fusion centers serve as the main strategic 

hub for strategy implementation and as 

proposed catalysts for socio-political 

change in the countryside.  The Uraba 

region has not had a CCAI fusion 

center to influence or affect it.  

However, as indicated on the map, the 

area where Uraba is located (the 

northwestern area of Colombia 

bordering the Caribbean Sea, to the 

east of Panama) will have a CCAI 

fusion center in the near future.  This contrasting point serves as the demarcation line in 

this comparative examination.              
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 Conduct of Comparison  

 

 Each case study, within the comparative analysis, will follow the analytical 

format that was utilized by the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) in 

their 2009 case study analysis of La Macarena.  With this format in place, the time frame 

that will be examined is the twenty-year time period from 1989 to 2008.  This time frame 

will be divided into two time periods.  Time period one will be from 1989-1998 and time 

period two will be from 1999- 2008.  The two selected areas will not only be compared to 

each other, but the region itself will be compared within two different ten-year eras.  This 

internal comparison will serve in the construction of a longitudinal analysis for each 

region.  This analysis will be the key factor which illustrates the general security trend for 

each area, based on the implementation of three strategic initiatives.  These three strategic 

initiatives are: Plan Colombia, the Democratic Security Strategy (DSS), and the 

Democratic Security Consolidation Policy (DSCP).  These three strategies are labeled on 

the longitudinal line graphs that are presented for each region.  The inclusion of these 

three key strategies will benefit in the examination of time period two and in the 

determination of how these strategies have affected the two sub-national regions since 

their implementation.   

Finally, the security indicators that will be used to measure the levels of violence 

within these two regions are: assassinations, kidnappings, assaults/attacks, village 

seizures/displacements, incursions, combat engagements/ambushes, looting/pillaging 

incidents, and detention/obstruction of individual liberty.  As stated in Chapter Two, due 

to the lack of reliable sub-national socio-political data, the socio-political conditions of 

each region will be not examined.  However, the absence of this data does not necessarily 
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inhibit the comparative analysis of the two regions.  On the contrary, a clear 

understanding of the violence levels in these areas will aid in the generation of socio-

political predictions.  Socio-political development is heavily related to violence levels.  If 

violence levels decrease, then conditions which are conducive to development will help 

bring about socio-political improvements.  Furthermore, the introduction of the state’s 

new interagency COIN doctrine will help introduce tools which benefit regional 

development. 

Case Study #1: La Macarena, Meta Department 
 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

The region of La Macarena is a subsection of the Meta Department.  The Meta 

Department is centrally located in Colombia.  The department is a part of the frontier 

group of departments.  La Macarena is composed of six of the twenty-nine municipalities 

of the Department of Meta.  These six municipalities are: Macarena, Mesetas, Puerto 

Rico, San Juan de Arama, La Uribe, and Vista Hermosa.  The region derives its name 

from the Serranía de la Macarena Mountains which is approximately 120 kilometers 

long and 30 kilometers wide at its widest point (Deshazo 2009, 3).  Twenty-five percent 
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of the region’s population lives in the major cities of each municipality, while the 

remaining seventy-five percent live in the rural areas of the region (Deshazo 2009, 4). 

 La Macarena has been at the center of the Colombian state’s struggle against the 

illegal armed groups—especially the FARC.  For nearly all of the region’s history, it has 

had little-to-no Colombian governance presence.  The FARC, founded in 1964, turned 

the Macarena region into its central base of operations in Colombia, constituting for 

decades a state-within-a state dynamic (Deshazo 2009, 4). Figure 6.4 is a map that 

depicts one of the examples of the FARC using La Macarena as a centralized regrouping 

and replenishment center. Figure 6.4 also illustrates one set of lines of communication 

that was used to acquire supplies 

from FARC sympathizers in 

Venezuela.  Before being expelled 

by the FARC, paramilitary group 

presence in the region was limited 

to the northern and eastern 

extremities (Deshazo 2009, 4).  

FARC control over La Macarena 

was consolidated in 1998, with the 

establishment of President Pastrana’s demilitarized zone (Zona de Despeje).  The 

demilitarized zone included municipalities in the Meta and Caquetá departments 

(Deshazo 2009, 4).  The FARC, counter to its original agreement with the GOC, used the 

Zona de Despeje as a key command and control center and hub for illicit economic 

activity (i.e. the cocaine drug trade). 
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 With the election of President Uribe in 2002, as discussed earlier in Chapter Four, 

the Plan Patriota military campaign brought the coordinated, full brunt of the Colombian 

armed forces to bear across many sectors of Colombia’s outback.  One of the regions 

which received much attention was La Macarena.  With the use of Joint Task Force 

Omega, the Colombian state rolled back FARC control of the region (Deshazo 2009, 4).  

GOC operations dealt a major blow to the once powerful 27
th

 Front of the FARC.  Large 

areas within La Macarena are now largely under control of the GOC, while others are ―in 

transition,‖ meaning that FARC fighters have been expelled, but democratic security and 

consolidation are not yet fully implemented (Deshazo 2009, 4).  However, there are still 

areas, mainly in the south and northwest of the region, that are considered to be unsafe 

(Deshazo 2009, 4). 

 In order to implement the much needed change within La Macarena, GOC 

officials saw the establishment of one of the first CCAI fusion centers in this region as a 

priority.  The fusion center located in the vicinity of Vista Hermosa is intended for on-site 

coordination efforts for the entire region (Deshazo 2009, 6).  An important note is 

required to be made at this point.  CCAI fusion centers are coordination centers not 

policy implementers (Deshazo 2009, 5).  These centers serve as a location where the 

civilian ministry officials, the Colombian armed forces and National Police, and the local 

populace meet and create security and economic development projects for the entire 

region (Deshazo 2009, 6).  As a result of this coordination, the state’s democratic 

consolidation policy objectives are fulfilled, which should reduce violence levels and 

usher in economic development programs.  It is now worth analyzing the extent to which 

the GOC’s security and democratization policies have impacted the La Macarena area.                     
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Regional Security Levels 

 

 Taking the selected security indicators, over the twenty-year time period and 

tabulating the total number of incidents for each ten-year time period, the following 

comparison table can be created. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When superficially looking at the internal regional comparison table, what is illustrated 

appears counter to what was expected.  The negative percentage difference signifies that 

the percentage difference between the number of incidents in period one and period two 

resulted in a downwards spiral, which is a negative growth.  A positive growth would 

mean that the state policy was accomplishing what it set out to do.  All of the selected 

indicators, expect for three, have increased.  The assaults/attacks indicator has decreased 

while the incursions and looting/pillaging incidents indicators have remained the same.  

If one digs deeper into the relationship between GOC actions and the levels of violence 

that exists in the region, a clearer understanding of what is going on can be developed.  

The security indicators include not only violent acts committed by the illegal armed 

groups, but also by the country’s military and security forces.  This combination can 
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possibly explain for the negative growth that the region experienced. With increased state 

focus in La Macarena, contact between state forces and the illegal armed groups is going 

to increase.  Due to this increase of engagements, the level of violence will rise.  What 

defines the significance of this internal comparison is the idea of what will occur once the 

rest of the region is democratically consolidated; meaning GOC presence and political 

authority is restored.  The following longitudinal line graph for La Macarena aids in this 

exploration.  Furthermore, the increase in violence can also be associated to the 

overemphasis of force by the state, due to weak governmental institutions in the area. 

  

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

As illustrated in this line graph, prior to the establishment of Plan Colombia, the 

region experienced relatively a low level of violence.  The low number of incidents prior 

to Plan Colombia can be associated with the fact that La Macarena was the FARC’s 

home and base of operations.  The GOC had no political presence in the area.  However, 
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once Plan Colombia was implemented and the other state strategies were initiated, the 

levels of violence increased significantly.  This increase in violence can also be 

associated to the organized growth of violence idea that was mentioned during the 

national-level analysis.   

Critics of the GOC would say, that the influx of GOC elements into the region has 

done more harm than good and that the increased number of engagements between the 

illegal armed groups and the GOC forces is not conducive to social and political 

development.  La Macarena is the FARC’s turf, for lack of a better word.  Prying loose 

the FARC’s control over this region is not going to be a peaceful event.  Unfortunately, 

the loss of life will occur.  What will define the final outcome is how the region emerges 

in a few years, after the implementation of the DSCP can be fully be analyzed.  When 

compared to the other strategies, the DSCP takes all the lessons learned from previous 

strategies and looks at how to curtail the influence of the illegal armed groups, through 

the use of solid civil-military relations.    

Case Study #2: Uraba, Antioquia Department 
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The Uraba region is located in the northwestern department of Antioquia.  

Antioquia is part of the banana growing region of Colombia (EIR 1995).  Uraba consists 

of eleven municipalities in the northern portion of the department.  The eleven 

municipalities which constitute the Uraba region are: Apartado, Arboletes, Carepa, 

Chigorodo, Murindo, Mutata, Turbo, Necocli, San Juan de Uraba, San Pedro de Uraba, 

and Vigía del Fuerte.  The northern portion of this region is socially, culturally, and 

historically associated to Colombia’s Caribbean region (EIR 1995).  Uraba can be 

considered a region of Colombia that has not benefited from GOC presence for a greater 

part of its existence.  The lack of social services in the region has negatively impacted 

life. 

This area is considered a very important staging area for the Colombian 

narcotraffickers who transport their illicit product from this region, into Panama and the 

rest of Central America, with a final destination of North America.  Colombia’s illegal 

armed groups use this important drug trafficking avenue to extort protection money from 

the major criminal organizations.  These illegal armed groups also involve themselves 

with the illicit drug activities, by becoming key drug runners in this area.  There is also a 

substantial amount of inter-group fighting that occurs in this region.  The FARC views 

this area as a strategic choke hold for the inhabitants of Colombia’s capital city, Bogota.  

A large percentage of the water, food, and energy supplies which go to Bogota’s eight 

million inhabitants come from this area (EIR 1995).  Control of this strategic point is 

disputed by the FARC and ELN groups.  The FARC has invested large sums of money, 

men, supplies, and leverage to maintain the Uraba region under their control.  

Furthermore, the FARC has sought to create an ethnic-guerrilla faction of their larger 
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movement in the region (EIR 1995).  A large percentage of the inhabitants of this region 

are of Afro-Caribbean descent.  The state has unintentionally excluded this region from 

the political process.  The lack of any substantial contact with the GOC has created a 

sense of despair among inhabitants (EIR 1995).  The FARC believes that if it can unite 

this ethnic minority, then control of the region will be maintained. 

The GOC has had a minimal presence at best in the region.  The clashes that 

result in the area are few, but they do occur.  The few social and economic advancement 

programs that have been implemented in the area are ones that were created by 

international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) like the International Committee 

of the Red Cross (ICRC), Pax Christi, and various others from Europe and around the 

world (EIR 1995).  In an effort to democratically consolidate this region, the GOC has 

begun plans to create a CCAI fusion center within this area.  Help in developing this 

fusion center and others, will come from the United States’ new initiative for Colombia, 

the Colombian Strategic Development Initiative (CSDI) (CIPCOL 2009).  The lack of 

social services and clashes between illegal armed groups are the main factors that have 

unleashed a deadly wave of violence in the region (ICRC 1995).  The violence levels in 

Uraba will be presented in the following section. 

Regional Security Levels 

 

 Utilizing the same security indicators that were used in the La Macarena analysis, 

over the same period of time (1989-2008), the following comparison table can be 

constructed. 
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The results of the time period comparison for Uraba illustrate that the overall violence 

levels in a post-Plan Colombia environment have improved.  The percentage difference 

equates to a one-hundred and twenty-eight positive percent difference between time 

period one and time period two.  This positive percentage increase represents a positive 

growth.  This positive growth basically means that the violence levels within Uraba, even 

though still constant, have improved.  The indicators which did not improve were: village 

seizure/displacements, incursions, looting/pillaging incidents, and detention/obstruction 

of liberty incidents.  Even though the overall results represent a positive growth, the fact 

that the number of incidents for these four indicators increased reinforces the notion that 

the need for security still exists in the area. When looking at the general trend in Uraba 

from 1989-2008, the following longitudinal line graph can be constructed. 
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As indicated on the line graph, the general trend of violence in Uraba has 

drastically decreased over the span of twenty-years.  When Plan Colombia was 

implemented, the number of violent incidents decreased.  With the introduction of the 

Democratic Security Strategy and the Democratic Security Consolidation Policy, the 

violence levels spiked somewhat and then decreased once again.  As with the region of 

La Macarena, the introduction of focused strategies has influenced the amount of 

incidents which occur in the region.  One could say, with the absence of the CCAI fusion 

center, the number of violent incidents in the area has not increased, contrary to what 

occurred in La Macarena.   

However, one must keep in mind that the events which are taking place in Uraba 

only benefit the illegal armed groups.  The illicit drug trafficking that takes place in the 

region may monetarily benefit the populace who aid the illegal armed groups in their 

illicit business, but only momentarily.  There are no social improvement programs which 
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would influence the greater development of the region, either economically or politically.  

The future introduction of the CCAI fusion center may cause a rise in the number of 

violent acts (perpetrated by both the illegal armed groups and the Colombian military 

forces), but the end result will determine the success or failure of the Colombian state’s 

major strategic push to democratically reconstitute this area.      

Improvement & Balanced Sustainability at the Sub-national Level? 
 

 After internally comparing the two cases, one gets a sense that the national-level 

analysis does not lend credence to what is occurring at the sub-national level.  

Specifically, the La Macarena case study demonstrates that the influx of GOC focus has 

increased the level of violence.  On the other hand, the results of the Uraba case study 

demonstrate that the lack of GOC presence has caused violence levels to decrease.  

However, one must look beyond the numbers and look at what is occurring within the 

regions themselves.  Yes, the violence levels have increased in La Macarena, but the 

region is that much closer to becoming a consolidated area, where the populace is able to 

enjoy the freedoms that are entitled to them under a democratic system.  Critics point to 

the human rights violations and the corruption that takes place in these regions.  

Unfortunately, the incidents are going to occur whenever the military seeks to dislodge 

irregular combatants from the general population, in a nation that has a history of corrupt 

officials lining their pockets for personal gain.  Colombia has developed mechanisms 

which expel corrupt leaders and arrest those who have committed horrific atrocities.  The 

effectiveness of these mechanisms in the future is something to be determined.     

When comparing the two cases to each other, again it is apparent that the 

Colombian state’s effort in combating the illegal armed groups has negatively impacted 
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the countryside.  The fact that the violence levels have decreased in Uraba, does not 

necessarily mean that they have been impacted by the state’s COIN strategies.  There 

may be other influencing factors in Uraba.  What can be concluded from this comparison 

is that violence levels will rise and then be followed by the possibility of improvement.  

La Macarena is experiencing it now, and Uraba will experience it when the GOC 

establishes a CCAI fusion center and increases its security and military presence in 

another FARC ―stronghold.‖  As discussed in Chapter Four, what ultimately defines 

strategic success is whether political objectives are met and precedence is established for 

continued success on the battlefield.  This principle is especially true in an irregular 

warfare environment.  The strategic effort of the GOC in these areas can cause political 

objectives (democratic consolidation) to be achieved, and ultimately can establish 

precedence for sustainable improvements.           
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VII. CONCLUSION 

 

  

 Colombia has been involved in a protracted and brutal struggle with a socio-

politically destabilizing foe that seeks to end the Government of Colombia’s (GOC’s) 

legitimate political establishment and rule.  In an effort to reconstitute democratic control, 

the GOC has created a new strategic doctrine, which incorporates civil-military relations 

as its key driving force.  In the 2009 CSIS analysis on the impact of this new Colombian 

COIN approach in the region of La Macarena, the research team came to the conclusion 

that ―there are moments in transnational periods between conflict and peace, when a 

window of opportunity is opened in which specific actions and programs can change the 

course of events.‖  In the case of Colombia, the transnational process generated by the 

democratic consolidation security policies and strategies has the potential to be the 

needed agent of change (Deshazo 2009, 12).  Taking this idea and incorporating it into 

the greater context of the country, it can be concluded that the Colombian state is on a 

probable path for success.  However, there are political and social hurdles which must be 

overcome.  The country’s long history of political and social disparity, accompanied by 

the systemic presence of social and political inequality, must be improved if any major 

advances are to be sustained. 

 The results obtained from the national and sub-national level analyses, personifies 

to what extent this new COIN approach has impacted the state’s socio-political and 
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security levels.  The new civil-military dynamic in place has influenced the way 

Colombia engages in internal irregular warfare.  In addition, the examination of 

Colombia’s strategic formulation aids in the creation of predictions as to which factors 

will enable the sustainability of these improvements.  The examination of strategic 

precedence compensated for the lack of available cases on which significant statistical 

tests could have been conducted.  Even with the absence of statistical tests, this research 

project was successful in answering certain parts of the research question that was 

postulated. 

Findings - What does it all mean? 
 

The results from the national and sub-national analyses present a superficial 

impression, that if not properly addressed could obscure what is actually occurring within 

Colombia.  Without a clear understanding, the COIN approach can be considered as 

violence inducing rather than a vehicle for security and socio-political improvement.  The 

La Macarena and Uraba comparative case studies illustrate how the misinterpretation of 

even the slightest indicator can skew the results in any direction.  The percentage 

differences that resulted in each case represent the true levels of violence that are 

occurring within the smaller regions of Colombia.  Including major metropolitan areas in 

an all extensive definitive trend analysis, and making final conclusions based on the 

results, does not present the most reliable representation of Colombia’s security 

conditions.  At the beginning, this research project proposed a hypothesis.  This 

hypothesis stated:  Since the Government of Colombia implemented its counterinsurgency 

doctrine, the government has been able to favorably sustain the security levels and socio-

political conditions within Colombia. 
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Based on the results of the trend and comparative analyses that were conducted, it can be 

concluded that there is the possibility that the security and socio-political levels have 

been impacted by Colombia’s new COIN approach.  This impact can be associated with 

the refocus by the GOC on the illegal armed groups.  The GOC’s refocusing was a result 

of the implementation of new strategies and policies.  However, it is still too early to tell 

if the new COIN strategy has installed solid, sustaining security and socio-political 

mechanisms.  There is also the possibility that other events have affected the current 

security and socio-political condition of the state.  The strategic concepts of Colombia’s 

approach do enable predictions to be made.  The only way to verify if these mechanisms 

have been implemented is to conduct this same analysis in ten or more years from now, 

when more sampled cases are available.     

Interagency Approach: A New Way Forward? 
 

 Colombia’s counterinsurgency approach has made formidable strides in the 

security well-being of the state.  However, these strides are not enough.  Greater access of 

the Colombian population to the political system could also help in the democratic 

conciliation of the country.  The interagency approach incorporates many battlefield 

lessons into a new concept that yields promising results.  The results not only include the 

possibility of improved security levels, but also the possibility of improved socio-political 

statuses.  The incorporation of the civilian government, the military, and most 

importantly the civil society, brings about a ―strategic harmony‖ to the volatile arena of 

COIN strategy formulation.  The formulation of COIN doctrine is difficult, to say the 

least.  The formulation of an effective and executable COIN strategy is one that requires 

extensive intra-state examination.  Even though violence levels will increase, and socio-



136 

 

political inequality still remains a barrier for improvement, the overall social and political 

well-being is hinges on the state’s ability to successfully emerge from this volatile period 

of its history.  Colombia’s COIN approach can not only be considered an interagency 

approach, but also a civil-military concentric strategy.  This concentric COIN philosophy 

is illustrated in Figure 7.1.  At the heart of 

this philosophy is an equilateral triangle 

relationship between the government, the 

military, and society.  Based on this equal 

relationship, coordinated action is developed 

and penetrates the different strata of the state, 

which in turn improves the economic, 

political, and social well-being of the 

populace.  This interagency approach to COIN warfare can be considered as a new step 

forward in the understanding, formulation, and execution of COIN strategy.  This model 

is worthy of replication—although the application of this strategy must incorporate 

examining a region’s conflict before any key decisions are made.  Colombia’s approach 

to its internal problem has indeed helped Colombia.  Using a Colombia specific doctrine 

will result in an approach that creates ideas, but lacks action.  Avoiding a ―cookie-cutter‖ 

application of this COIN doctrine will prevent the replication of strategic inhibitors, 

which have plagued Colombia’s efforts.  Once these application issues are overcome, 

success can be expected.           
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Applicability to Similar Situations - Mexico? 

 

 In the 2008 Joint Operating Environment (JOE) Report published by the US Joint 

Forces Command (USJFCOM), Mexico is listed as one of two countries, which present 

the greatest threat for rapid and sudden collapse (JOE 2008, 36).  The other country that 

was considered for possible failure and collapse was Pakistan.  News reports constantly 

detail the horrific gun battles that are occurring in Mexico’s northern border areas.  The 

violence has escalated to such unimaginable levels that it has spilled over the border into 

the southwestern United States.  This rise in violence in the United States presents a 

considerable risk for US national security.  

 Many analysts have compared Mexico’s current status to a Colombia of the late 

1980s and 1990s.  Based on this correlation, many policymakers and analysts have turned 

to Colombia’s COIN strategy for inspiration.  Many believe that the lessons learned from 

Colombia’s struggle could be implemented in Mexico.  The application of Colombia’s 

COIN strategy appears to be a good idea.  However, before it is implemented, the 

strategic doctrine must be realigned to fit Mexico’s strategic environment and culture.  

The major hurdle that needs to be overcome is a reformulation of Mexico’s civil-military 

relationship.  The relationship between the civilian political establishment and the 

military has not always been strong.  The realization by the military that the civilian 

politicians are just as important in the struggle has to take place before anything can be 

accomplished.  The lack of loyalty to civilian authorities generates a greater likelihood of 

military intervention (Camp 2004, 1).  Mexico’s civil-military relations are always 

evolving.  A key factor in looking ahead will be the manner in which the traditional 

culture of the Mexican military establishment is impacted by the new democratic 
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dynamic of Mexico’s politics (Camp 2004, 1).  Without this realignment of perspectives, 

Mexico’s attempt to conduct Colombian-style COIN operations will have failed, before it 

has ever gotten off the ground.       

Concluding Thoughts 

 
 Colombia has rebounded from the brink of collapse and becoming a failed state.  

Some of the credit for these improvements can be attributed to the COIN strategy that the 

GOC has formulated since the inception of Plan Colombia.  Media reports and articles 

from Jane’s Intelligence and Defense Weekly have reported the beginning of the demise 

of Colombia’s illegal armed groups.  Subsequent strategies since Plan Colombia have 

built upon themselves.  The application of this doctrine is adequate in other situations that 

face similar challenges.  However, before this COIN doctrine is applied, a systematic 

analysis for possible problem areas needs to be conducted in order to fit the mission 

parameters of the affected area. 

 A major downfall that needs to listed is the lack of anti-drug focus these policies 

and strategies have had.  In one shape or the other, these security strategies have not 

significantly impacted the drug production capabilities of Colombian based drug.  The 

key product that fuels this narco-insurgent violence continues to be produced and shipped 

to other parts of the world by the world’s largest producer of cocaine—Colombia.  

Furthermore, the Colombian drug business has the capability to increase the drug related 

violence within the state.  According to a 2008 US Government Accountability Office 

(GAO) report, the six-year cocaine reduction goals were not met even though security 

goals were accomplished (GAO 2008). 
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 What the future holds for Colombia’s security situation is still undecided.  With 

the 2010 presidential elections, and the election of former Minister of Defense Juan 

Manuel Santos as president, many questions are left to be answered.  The decisive 

question that is now raised is whether or not the new president will continue President 

Uribe’s security strategy or reformulate it in a way that politically benefits his 

administration?  Time will provide the answer to this question.  It has taken Colombia 

roughly ten years to emerge from its former self.  The results of another ten-year period 

are expected to yield clearer results.  What the future may bring will be subjected to 

scrutiny and further analysis.  
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NOTES 

 

1. The delineated warfare periods include: First Generation: Tactics of Lines & Columns 

(Napoleonic Warfare); Second Generation: Tactics of Linear Fire & Movement (World 

War I and beyond); Third Generation: Tactics of infiltration to bypass and collapse the 

enemy’s combat forces, rather than seeking to close in on them and destroy their war 

fighting abilities (the Cold War); and Fourth Generation: Warfare involving conflict such 

as terrorism, low-intensity conflict and highly decentralized warfare which is complex 

and long term (Post-Cold War) (Lind 1989). 

 

 2. The US and Colombia have had a long tradition of military cooperation.  Major 

cooperation dates back to the Korean War, when the Colombian government provided 

military support to the UN war effort on the Korean Pennisula (Coleman 2003).  

 

3. Colombia’s Military Expenditure (1999-2008) 
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4. Definition obtained from the Merriam-Webster Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary 

(1983). 

 

5. The Colombian Ministry of Justice and the Interior is the lead Ministry for the Justice 

and Peace Law.  This ministry has special courts that prosecute demobilized combatants 

and which also help in their reintegration back into society. 

 

6. Huntington, Samuel P. 1991. The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth 

Century. University of Oklahoma Press: Norman, OK. 

 

7. The author acquired firsthand experience with this issue.  

  

8. The ―False Positives‖ scandal involved the extrajudicial killings by the Colombian 

Army of civilians who are subsequently presented as guerrilla casualties to inflate the 

combat ―body count.‖ A still-undisclosed military report on the matter led to the 

dismissal of 30 Army officers in relation to the scandal and the resignation of Gen. Mario 

Montoya Uribe, the Army commander who had long promoted the idea of using body 

counts to measure progress against guerrillas. But the manner in which the investigation 

was conducted—in absolute secrecy and with little or no legal consequences for those 

implicated—raised a number of important questions within the Colombian military and 

within the international community (Evans 2009). 

(Information was derived from a declassified US Embassy Bogota cable, which details 

incident involving a COLMIL brigade’s involvement in extrajudicial killings.  

Declassified DoS cable was obtained from George Washington University’s National 

Security Archive Electronic Briefing Book No. 266 at the below listed website: 

http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB266/index.htm) 

 

9. The financial aid that the Colombian government has received from the USG is 

divided between military grants and social/economic grants.  Within these two groups 

there are certain monetary accounts which the DoD and DoS has created for foreign 

government investment and foreign military aid.  These accounts are: 

 

Military/Security Grants: 

International Narcotics Control and Law Enforcement 

Section 1004 Counterdrug Assistance 

Foreign Military Financing 

Emergency  

NADR Anti-Terrorism Assistance 

Department of Defense Military Construction 

Excess Defense Articles 

International Military Education and Training 

Non-Security Assistance – Unified Command 

NADR Humanitarian Demining 

Counterterrorism Fellowship Program 
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Service Academies 

NADR Commercial Weapons Destruction 

Center for Hemispheric Defense Studies 

Aviation Leadership Program 

Miscellaneous Department of State/Department of Defense Non-Security Assistance 

NADR Counterterrorism Financing 

MAP 

Department of Homeland Security/US Coast Guard Activities Fund 

Asia-Pacific Center 

Exchange Training 

 

Socio-Economic Grants: 

International Narcotics Control Economic Aid 

Economic Support Fund 

PL 480 ―Food for Peace‖ Fund 

Section 1207 Security and Stabilization Assistance 

Migration and Refugee Assistance 

Transition Initiatives  
 

Information for Tables 4.1 and 4.2 was acquired from the Center for International Policy 

- Foreign Military Sales is government-to-government military sales (Gultekin 1998) 

- Direct Commerical Sales are private contractor-to-government military sales (Gultekin 

1998) 

 

10. Table 5.1: Table was constructed using data acquired from the following sources: 

- Political Database of the Americas – Georgetown University 

- Registraduria Nacional del Estado Civil [National Civil Registry] website 

 

11. Colombia’s Military Manpower Distribution (1999-2008)  
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12. Table 5.2: Table was constructed using data acquired from the following source: 

- Colombia’s National Ministry of Defense website 

The total number of incidents for each indicator represents violent acts perpetrated by 

Colombia’s illegal armed groups. 

 

13. Table 5.3: Table was constructed using data acquired from the following source: 

- World Bank World Development Indicators Database 

 

14. GINI Coefficient Information:  The basic idea of the GINI coefficient is based on the 

Lorenz Curve 

 

 
 

15. Tables 6.1 and 6.2: Information for the tables was acquired from the CIEP Noche y 

Niebla Database. 

 

16. In order to calculate the percentage differences, the following formula was used: 
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APPENDIX – B 

 

 

Integrated (Interagency) Action Model Diagram 
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APPENDIX – C 

 

 

Predicted Impact of Integrated (Interagency) Action Approach 
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APPENDIX – D 

 

 

Primary Sources, Data and Analytics Software Used 

 

Primary Sources 

 

The following primary sources were reviewed during the conduct of this research project: 

 

Primary Strategies 

 

Política de Consolidación de la Seguridad Democrática (2007) 

Política de Defensa y Seguridad Democrática (2003) 

Plan Colombia (1999) 

 

Supplemental Material 

 

Guía de Planeamiento Estratégico de las Fuerzas Armadas Colombianas (2010) 

Consolidación de la Seguridad Democrática – Un esfuerzo con decisión y resultados 

(2009) 

Directiva Presidencial No. 1 – Salto Estratégico (2009) 

Logros de la Política de Seguridad Democrática (2007) 

Acción Social – Por toda Colombia (2007) 

Política Integral de DDHH y DIH (2007) 

Información Sobre los Planes de Mejoramiento – Comandó General de las Fuerzas 

Militares (2007, 2006, 2005, 2004) 

 

All documents were downloaded from the following websites: 

 

Colombian Office of the Presidency – http://web.presidencia.gov.co/ 

Colombian Ministry of National Defense – http://www.mindefensa.gov.co/  

Colombian Military High Command – http://www.cgfm.mil.co/ 

Colombian Ministry of Social Protection – http://www.minproteccionsocial.gov.co  

Colombian Embassy in the United States – http://www.colombiaemb.org/ 

 

Data 

 

The national and sub-national data used in this research project was collected from the 

following sources: 
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World Bank – World Development Indicators Database 

Political Database of the Americas – Georgetown University 

Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) 

Inter-American Development Bank – DataGov Database 

Cingranelli-Richard (CIRI) Human Rights Dataset 

Center for International Policy 

Freedom House International 

Political Terror Scale Dataset 

National Civil Registry of Colombia 

Colombian Ministry of National Defense 

Colombian National Police 

Colombian Ministry of National Education 

Departamento Naciónal de Estadística (DANE) 

Departamento Naciónal de Planeación (DNP) 

Centro de Investigacion y Educacion Popular (CINEP) 

Centro de Recursos para el Análisis de Conflictos (CERAC) 

  

Selected indicators were consolidated and Integrated into two different datasets (National 

and Sub-national) that the author constructed.  These two datasets include information 

from 1989-2008. The two constructed datasets are labeled as: 

 

Colombia_National (89-08).sav 

Colombia_Sub-National (89-08).sav 

 

The datasets are available upon request. 

 

Analytics Software 

 

The main analytics software program that was used in the completion of this research 

project was PASW SPSS version 17.  The author wishes to express his gratitude to 

Florida Atlantic University for granting him access to use the institution’s license, 

available in the various computer labs located throughout the university campus. 

 

The program that was used to create the data tables was Microsoft Excel and Microsoft 

Power Point. 

 


