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There is no country better positioned to stand by Colombia
than the United States, just as there is no country in South
America whose partnership is more valuable to the United
States. It is time for the United States to translate that reality
into coherent, comprehensive, and committed action.
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N NOVEMBER 2016, Colombia ratified historic peace accords, formalizing
an end to Colombia’s decades-long conflict with the Revolutionary Armed
Forces of Colombia (FARC). I remember that day well; it was a momen-
tous occasion for all of Colombia, particularly for then-President Juan Manuel
Santos, who had tirelessly overseen negotiations with the FARC since 2012. I
knew how much he had invested in the process. While visiting Colombia as
Director of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), I was the first US official he
told that he would pursue a peace agreement. I was encouraged for him and the
entire country as I realized what a critical turning point it could be for Colom-
bia’s future and our bilateral relations.
Colombia has long been a highly valued partner of the United States. Our

two countries’ bilateral relationship has been characterized by cooperation
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across various sectors over many decades. It is undoubtedly the United
States’ most important security partnership in South America, with the
two countries working together tirelessly to address threats to hemispheric
security. Since 2000, the United States has provided $12 billion to Colom-
bia, helping to strengthen its military and police forces and to provide assis-
tance for numerous economic development initiatives.’ Our long-standing
and successful military, police, and intelligence partnerships have been val-
idated most recently by Colombia’s nomination as a Major non-NATO Ally.

In President Joseph R. Biden’s March 2022 meeting with President Ivin
Duque, President Biden commemorated the bicentennial of the US-Colom-
bia partnership, highlighting the “uniquely close” relationship between our
countries and committing to a “comprehensive approach to ... consolidate
and sustain peace implementation and reconciliation programs.”? While
this is a welcome affirmation of the administration’s intent to sustain the
bilateral relationship, it is imperative we find additional ways to galvanize it
with funding and initiatives because the need for US solidarity with Colom-

bia has never been greater.

A new reality

he 2016 Colombian peace agreement set out to undo many of the

structural causes of Colombia’s decades-long conflict, an admirable,

albeit lofty, task. While the agreement did result in the disarmament
of some thirteen thousand FARC members, the road to peace and stabil-
ity beyond that achievement has proven to be quite rocky.? At the five-year
mark of implementation—one-third of the total timespan designated in
the accords—Colombia still had a long way to go. That was not unexpected.
Finding peace and security after decades of conflict is a tall order, and, in ret-
rospect, the signing of the peace agreement may prove to have been easier
than achieving lasting peace.

The challenges of implementing the agreement have been amplified
by the fact that around 6.9 million Colombians—the world’s third-largest
population of internally displaced people—remain displaced.* Many vio-
lent armed groups—guerrillas, paramilitaries, and drug traffickers—bear
responsibility for the displacement crisis: some groups explicitly targeted

civilians in a quest for territorial control.5
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Violent conflict among the various groups forced civilians to flee. The
common denominator was the absence of the state in rural areas, which
made displacement worse. The vacuum allowed the FARC, for example, to
set up de facto governance structures, dislodging state control from certain
areas for decades.® When the FARC was at its peak in the late 1990s, it con-
trolled as much as one-quarter of Colombian territory.” While the Colom-
bian government now has greater access to these areas, it still struggles to
make inroads with historically under-resourced populations.®

The optimistic visions of the peace dividend have been undermined by
the pernicious and persistent problem of coca crop cultivation. During my
time as CIA director in 2012, coca cultivation was approximately 78,000
hectares (ha). In 2020, coca crops reached 245,000 ha, with 1,228 tons of
cocaine produced.?* New initiatives for partnership in reducing coca cul-
tivation are essential for both the United States and Colombia. Otherwise,
remaining guerilla and criminal groups will capitalize on the smuggling of
staggering quantities of cocaine out of Colombia, a substantial amount of
which finds its way to US soil.

In addition to the challenges of illegal narcotics, Colombia is also grap-
pling with political and economic crises in neighboring Venezuela, result-
ing in an enormous outflow of refugees. Colombia has been generous in
its acceptance of nearly two million Venezuelan refugees. It deserves con-
siderable admiration for what it has done,” with its welcoming policies an
example for the rest of the world, especially as Europe copes with the enor-
mous migration of Ukrainians fleeing the war that has resulted from Rus-
sia’s unprovoked invasion. The influx of Venezuelan migrants has further
challenged the government, both in its allocation of government resources
and economic consequences, with no end in sight. A study by Colombia’s
Central Bank predicts that between three and five million Venezuelans will
settle in Colombia by the end of 2022, which will further strain Colombia’s
limited federal resources.*

Securing further international financial assistance to support Venezue-
lan migrants is vital, particularly given the enormous gap in global funding
for the Venezuela crisis compared to past migration situations. Host coun-

tries like Colombia have, for example, received only $256 per capita in inter-
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national assistance for each Venezuelan refugee—less than one-tenth of the

$3,150 received by host countries for each Syrian refugee.?

The way forward
he United States must build on its decades of partnership with Colom-
bia and use the present moment to lay out a new comprehensive
approach to its assistance, updated for present-day challenges and
addressing the obstacles to peace. To do so, the US government should look
back on the rich shared history of our two countries, evaluate successes
and shortcomings, and build on the positive developments enabled by Plan
Colombia to establish solutions for a more prosperous future.

Historically, the United States has been the leading provider of aid to
Colombia, with most funds—averaging 65 percent annually—going toward
military assistance. President Barack Obama’s “Peace Colombia” initiative,
however, increased the amount allocated to develop other sectors of Colom-
bia, an approach that Congress has continued to support in ongoing appro-
priation negotiations.” While it is essential for the United States to diver-
sify its investments, it should not be done at the expense of consistent and
cost-effective security aid. After all, without security, other progress is not
possible.

The United States should recommit itself to professionalizing the
Colombian military and police in the post-peace accord era, specifically
focusing efforts on achieving institutional control in remote, disenfran-
chised territories. Before signing the peace agreement, I participated in
a Ministry of Defense conference in Bogot4, where I heard an overarch-
ing assumption that the peace dividend would reduce the requirement for
security force operations. As I cautioned then, Colombia needed to under-
stand that there likely would be no peace dividend; rather, Colombia would
actually need more, not less, military and police forces, as they would have
to take control of additional rural territories. That would require additional
security capabilities and a comprehensive approach that included economic
alternatives to coca cultivation, new infrastructure development, expanded
educational services, and the provision of other basic services necessary for
long-term stability. Events since the conclusion of the peace agreement have

validated that assessment.
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The United States should also continue making its funding contingent
on increased training on human rights and the rule of law, underscoring
our commitment to democratic development and economic growth.** And
clearly, a realistic assessment of drug trafficking activities and guerrilla
assets must be undertaken to develop a coherent plan for addressing them.

To facilitate all of this, we should continue to help Colombia rebuild its
intelligence agency—previously dismantled due to corruption and involve-
ment in political activities—to better monitor Colombia’s ever-evolving
security situation and continue to share information with trusted allies,
including the United States.”” More robust law enforcement and crim-
inal investigation capabilities in Colombia, akin to those of the US Fed-
eral Bureau of Investigation, alongside two-way intelligence sharing and
enhanced training in surveillance and reconnaissance strategies, would
likely open the door to other areas of cooperation. The reestablishment
of the Colombian intelligence community—done correctly and transpar-
ently—could serve as an example of how Colombia acknowledges its past
missteps, learns from them, and strengthens its commitment to democratic
values, thereby building further confidence in its governing capacity.

This military support will only succeed if coupled with sustainable, long-
term investment in other sectors, notably infrastructure and trade. Colom-
bia has tried multiple initiatives to build up its rural areas and expand gov-
ernmental reach. Clearly, the understanding for this need is there, but so too
must be the long-term commitment and funding. The United States has a
unique ability to assist Colombia and fund projects that can support Colom-
bian farmers in their bid to find economic outlets beyond coca cultivation
while also providing education in rural communities, helping ex-combat-
ants find jobs, encouraging foreign investment—particularly in infrastruc-
ture projects—and seeking to build dialogue among a citizenry that hasbeen
divided for far too long.

For the United States to demonstrate commitment to its pledge of sup-
port for Colombia, it should accept that results cannot and will not come
overnight. Rebuilding a conflict-affected country will require patience,
resources, and unwavering commitment. There is no country better posi-
tioned to stand by Colombia than the United States, just as there is no coun-
try in South America whose partnership is more valuable to the United

States. As President Biden recently observed, “Colombia’s security is in the
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national security interest of the United States.”™® It is once again time for

the United States to translate that reality into coherent, comprehensive,

and committed action.
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