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Introduction

In April 2015, Colombian and U.S. Presidents Juan Manuel Santos and Barack
Obama offered a joint press conference at the presidential Summit of the Americas in
Panama. Santos declared that relations between the two countries were at their “best level
ever,” and that Colombia was “proud to be considered [a] strategic partner,” with a “very rich
agenda” that went beyond “human rights, violence, terrorism, drugs”—the long-standing
bilateral issues—to include education, technology, sports, “you name it.” For his part,
Obama congratulated Santos on what Colombia had achieved economically and with respect
to security, stating that the United States “played an important role in that process through
Plan Colombia,” but that “ultimately the progress is due to the strength and commitment and
determination of the Colombian people.””

The moment was remarkable not for the warmth and mutual admiration between the
two leaders—the United States and Colombia have been close partners for more than a
decade-and-a-half and over multiple administrations. What stood out most was not just lip-
service to, but the reality of a strategic relationship,’ something unprecedented for a South
American nation and existing only with Mexico. In Colombia’s case it was marked by two
important thresholds: the establishment in February 2102 of a bilateral High Level Strategic
Security Dialogue (HLSSD), the heart of which was Colombia’s provision of security
assistance and training to third countries, supported in part with U.S. funds; and the entry into
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2006 by both countries but held up for years by Democrats in the U.S. Congress and a
lukewarm Obama White House.

Surrounding both of these developments in 2012 was the widespread, bipartisan
sentiment in Washington that Colombia represented a “true success story, and a country
where our joint efforts have made a real difference.” Indeed, between 1999 and 2015, the
United States provided almost $10 billion in aid to Colombia. Although dwarfed by the
contributions of Colombians themselves, the military and economic assistance was one of the
largest in the history of U.S. aid programs in the Americas, and, until surpassed by the cost of
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the third largest in the world after Israel and Egypt.’
Overall, the most concrete achievements of bilateral cooperation were in the realm of
security— not only major battlefield victories over the Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Colombia (FARC) but also the negotiated demobilization of right-wing paramilitary forces.
Other indicators of violence and narcotrafficking that had long defined Colombia in the eyes
of the world—homicides, kidnapping, and extortion—were vastly reduced and the cultivation
of coca, the raw ingredient for cocaine, shrunk from 163,000 to 48,000 hectares between
2000 and 2013.°

Most of these security gains took place during the two terms of President Alvaro
Uribe (2002-2010), when Colombia’s internal armed conflict was subsumed under the global
war on terrorism launched by President George W. Bush in the wake of 9/11. Bush and
Uribe developed a close personal affinity. In addition to being one of a handful of
international leaders invited to Bush’s private ranch in Crawford, Texas in 2005, at a White
House ceremony scarcely seven days before leaving office in 2009, the U.S. president
bestowed on Uribe the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the highest U.S. civilian honor, “in
recognition of exemplary achievement, and to convey the utmost esteem of the people and
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And yet, Uribe’s insensitivity to the human rights concerns of congressional
Democrats, along with a series of domestic scandals —from the penetration of Colombia’s
political parties and institutions by paramilitary groups to the government’s spying on
domestic critics, to the army’s murder of poor young men in order to boost the body count of
“guerrillas” killed in combat—cost him the support needed to secure passage of the FTA,
despite heavy personal lobbying. In addition, the Colombian leader’s open embrace of and
support for the Bush administration’s war on terror distanced the country from others in the
hemisphere, where governments of the left as well as regional public opinion became deeply
critical of U.S. foreign policy, especially the war in Iraq.® Colombia’s regional isolation
reached its apogee in 2008, when its armed forces staged a cross-border attack against a
FARC camp inside Ecuadorian territory.

Uribe attempted to leverage his broad popularity inside Colombia to change the
Constitution to permit a third presidential term, a bid ultimately rejected by the Constitutional
Court. As a result, Juan Manuel Santos entered the campaign as the candidate of the uribista
coalition. As Uribe’s defense minister, Santos had presided over major military blows
against the FARC and was expected to continue the policies of his predecessor. However,
that did not happen, sparking growing enmity with his former boss, at the same time that
Santos’s approach to domestic and foreign policy opened up new possibilities in the
relationship with the United States. The incoming president’s strategy emphasized mending
broken ties with Colombia’s neighbors, maintaining warm but less solicitous relations with
the United States, adopting measures to protect human rights and especially labor rights, and
launching key domestic reforms to address the root causes of Colombia’s armed conflict and
provide restitution to its victims. In his first months in office, Santos embarked, at first in
secret and then openly, on what would become the defining initiative of his presidency—the
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civil war. This reformist agenda struck a deep chord within the Obama White House and
with congressional Democrats, even as it sparked ferocious opposition and polarization
within Colombia, led by Uribe himself. However, it was not until the Republicans regained
control of the U.S. Congress that the FTA was finally approved, illustrating the enduring
influence of domestic partisan considerations on foreign policy outcomes.

This chapter evaluates U.S.-Colombian relations during the presidencies of Alvaro
Uribe and Juan Manuel Santos (2010- ), which correspond, albeit imperfectly, with those of
George W. Bush (2000-2008) and Barack Obama (2009-2016).” We trace how President
Uribe’s and Santos’s starkly different postures toward Washington and the rest of the
hemisphere led to the achievement of certain Colombian foreign policy goals while thwarting
others, even as both actively sought to advance their country’s interests in close alliance with
the United States. The chapter illustrates how domestic politics and varying foreign policy
objectives in the two countries helped define as well as limit presidential action and how
changes in the regional security context, characterized by alarming levels of drug and
organized crime-related violence in Mexico and Central America, gave bilateral relations
increased traction and salience even as U.S. aid levels to Colombia decreased. Finally, we
show that even in the face of unequal power, Colombia has exercised considerable autonomy
that has been embraced rather than resisted by an administration in Washington that is both
distracted by foreign policy crises elsewhere in the world and intent on redefining U.S.-Latin

American relations on the basis of partnership and symmetry.

The Intensification of Bilateral Relations: Plan Colombia
The most important precedent for understanding contemporary U.S.-Colombian
relations is the “war on drugs,” a term originally coined by the Nixon administration in 1972

to refer to domestic U.S. law enforcement as well as concerted efforts to keep illegal



narcotics from entering the United States.'® In the mid-1990s, successful suppression of coca
crops in Peru and Bolivia began to push illicit cultivations northward into Colombia,'' where
they more than doubled between 1995 and 1999, making the country the world’s largest
producer of coca and source for over three-fourths of the world’s cocaine supply. By 2000,
80 to 90 percent of the cocaine and 62 percent of the heroin consumed in the United States
came from Colombia alone.'> One southern province, Putumayo, accounted for half the coca
grown and was controlled by the FARC."

In addition, as the twentieth century came to a close, the chronic weakness of the
Colombian state—characterized largely by its absence from vast expanses of the national
territory—had brought the country to what many analysts in and outside Colombia feared
was the brink of state collapse. Political violence worsened as illegal armed actors—
guerrillas as well as paramilitaries—grew exponentially in size and territorial presence,
largely by sucking resources from the drug trade. Guerrilla groups staged ever-more effective
military attacks on the armed forces in remote rural areas and achieved virtual control over
the major coca-growing areas in southern Colombia. By November 1997, the situation
appeared so grim that the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) predicted that the
guerrillas could defeat the government in five years unless the armed forces were
restructured.'* Paramilitary groups also filled the vacuum left by an absent state, attacking
the guerrillas and massacring civilians presumed sympathetic to them. Colombia’s human
rights and humanitarian crisis became one of the worst in the entire world.

Strengthening the state in its capacity to confront armed violence thus became—in
addition to drugs—the principal issue in U.S.-Colombian relations. The rubric for the
ambitious and unprecedented deepening of the bilateral relationship was Plan Colombia
(officially, the “Plan for Peace, Prosperity and the Strengthening of the State”) unveiled by
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New York on September 21, 1999." The Plan, hammered out in close cooperation with the
administration of President Bill Clinton (1993-2000) was billed as a comprehensive strategy
to combat narcotics, foster peace and human rights, build democracy, and further economic
recovery and development.'® Its initial implementation was heavily skewed toward military
equipment and training to fight the drug trade, which allowed various armed actors to attack
the Colombian state with impunity.

When George W. Bush became president in January 2001, the basic contours of U.S.-
Colombian relations did not change. Even after the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks
occasioned a dramatic reformulation of U.S. priorities, policy toward Colombia underwent
only minor modification. This was reflected in Bush’s foreign aid request to Congress in
February 2002, which asked for $98 million to train and equip Colombian troops to protect
the Cafio Limon-Coveiias oil pipeline, frequently targeted by the guerrillas. It was the first
time in over a decade that U.S military aid was to be used in support of a limited mission
other than counternarcotics, but fell far short of full-blown aid for the Colombian army’s
fight against the guerrillas.

The catalyst for a significant shift in priorities came in February 2002 with the
collapse of a four-year peace process between the Pastrana government and the FARC. The
talks had faltered almost from the beginning, with a loosely structured agenda and the
concession to the guerrillas of a large demilitarized zone. Pastrana ended the process
following the FARC hijacking of a civilian airplane and the kidnapping of a Colombian
senator in February 2002, declaring in a televised address, “...no one can doubt that, between
politics and terrorism, the FARC have chosen terrorism.”'’

Within weeks of the breakdown of peace talks, the Bush administration asked the U.S.
Congress for authority to use aid previously appropriated for antinarcotics for

counterterrorism purposes in Colombia.'® The Colombian government, too, began to actively



push the idea that the country’s armed conflict constituted the major terrorist threat in the
Western Hemisphere.'” By August 2002, Congress approved the Bush administration request,
making hundreds of millions of dollars in previously approved military aid available to
pursue the counterinsurgency war.

The move toward an enlarged counterterrorist as well as counter-drug alliance in
U.S.-Colombian relations had important regional consequences. In its 2002 counternarcotics
budget, the Bush administration had already jettisoned Plan Colombia in favor of a broader
Andean Regional Initiative aimed at addressing the “spill-over” of its Colombian strategy in
neighboring countries. However, portrayal of the armed conflict as an instance of terrorism
also led Washington and Bogota to put increased pressure upon Colombia’s neighbors to
support, at least indirectly, the Colombian counterterrorist effort. This tendency accelerated
following President Alvaro Uribe’s inauguration in August 2002. These two facets of U.S.
strategy in the Andes were met with a tepid and sometimes even hostile reception, adding fire

to already complicated relations between Colombia and its immediate neighbors.*

Tough on Terrorism

The election of Alvaro Uribe as president in May 2002 signaled a profound shift in
Colombian domestic politics. Following the collapse of the peace process, Uribe won a
resounding victory by promising a more robust effort to combat the guerrillas. His hard-line
message of restoring security resonated with a national public who was fed up with guerrilla
violence and who held the FARC responsible for the failure of the peace negotiations.”'

Upon taking office the president set out to delineate and execute a “democratic
defense and security policy” (hereafter, DSP) that stressed the link between security and
democracy. ** Its basic premise was that state weakness, in combination with the fragility of

Colombia’s democratic institutions, had created permissive conditions for the growth of



armed actors and the drug traffic, and that a necessary precondition for guaranteeing the rule
of law was to strengthen state control over the national territory. While similar in key aspects
to the Pastrana government’s diagnosis of the country’s crisis—which was also rooted in state
weakness—the strategy set forth by Uribe could not have been more different. Although the
strengthening and professionalization of the Colombian armed forces commenced during the
Pastrana years (largely due to U.S. assistance provided through Plan Colombia), government
policy had privileged the peace talks in the absence of a comprehensive strategy for achieving
military control over the national territory.> One of the main lessons learned from this
botched experience was that Colombia needed a full-blown security and defense strategy,
with clear objectives and benchmarks, if the state was to consolidate its territorial control,
extend the rule of law, and subsequently pursue economic and social development. DSP
sought to fill this void.**

President Uribe parted waters with the past even more dramatically by declaring an all
out war against illegal armed actors, in particular the FARC, and by framing the Colombian
crisis as an instance of terrorism rather than armed conflict.” His strongly worded anti-
terrorist discourse resonated much better in the White House than Pastrana’s talk of peace. In
addition to a new shared goal—terrorism—the personal empathy that existed between
Presidents Uribe and Bush buttressed the bilateral relationship even more. Uribe’s DSP, and
especially, the dual “war on terrorism and drugs,” became the cornerstone of Colombian
politics in general, including its international relations. To the extent that a “special”
relationship with the United States was seen to further the ends set forth by this policy,
strengthening and deepening Bogota’s ties with Washington became the government’s key
foreign policy objective.”® As a result of a perceived coincidence of interests between the two
countries, coupled with U.S. willingness to commit significant resources, the United States

became much more deeply involved in the country’s internal conflict. This was mainly



through the transfer of new practices—combat techniques, intelligence gathering, resource
management, and troop organization—that became crucial to changing the balance of power
with the FARC.?” To the degree that fighting terrorism overrode all other goals, this single,
narrow lens, likewise determined Colombia’s relations with the rest of the world, with only
limited results.

Within a year of Uribe’s taking office, in no small measure due to stepped-up U.S.
support, Colombia’s internal security situation began to improve. The armed forces recovered
an offensive capacity in 2003 and the goal of establishing a police presence in all the
country’s 1,099 municipalities was achieved the following year. Key indicators of violence
(homicides, kidnappings, and massacres, in particular) dropped and attacks against the
civilian population decreased. Although the acreage devoted to the cultivation of coca
experienced a two year descent between 2003 and 2004, coca crops increased again until
2008, when they began a longer downward cycle.”®

The reduction in massacres and homicides overall was due to another major facet of
President Uribe’s “clear and hold” security strategy—opening talks with the paramilitaries. In
July 2003, the government and the principal paramilitary umbrella organization, the
Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC), signed the Santa Fe de Ralito Agreement, leading
to a process whereby the AUC agreed to demobilize its forces and lay down its weapons by
the end of 2005. Formal talks began in May 2004 and by 2006, more than 31,000
paramilitary combatants had been demobilized, although many independent observers
considered the actual number of paramilitary fighters far below the official figure.*’

While the Bush administration officially supported the paramilitary demobilization, it
was concerned by the number of AUC members for which the United States had already
issued extradition requests, or who had been formally designated by the U.S. Treasury

Department as drug-trafficking kingpins.*® Uribe ordered the massive arrest of paramilitary



leaders in August 2006, following indications that their compliance with the Justice and
Peace Law—a framework offering reduced sentences in exchange for confessions of crimes,
asset forfeiture, and reparations—was wavering. Nearly two years later, as evidence
mounted that the paramilitaries continued to direct illegal activities from prison, the
Colombian president extradited thirteen AUC leaders to the United States.”’ Although
celebrated by the Bush administration, Colombian and international human rights
organizations expressed dismay that the paramilitary leadership would be prosecuted for drug
trafficking but not for its numerous atrocities.”> Extradition had been one of the thorniest
issues in U.S.-Colombian relations, but it was widely embraced by the Uribe administration:
between August 2002 and July 2009, over 900 Colombians were extradited to the United
States, more than in all previous governments combined. The numbers included not only
drug kingpins such as those from the AUC, but also several high-ranking members of the
FARC as well as mid-level peripheral traffickers.”

Colombian security gains, meanwhile, continued on a solid path. Plan Colombia
underwent a process of gradual nationalization®* alongside a government strategy that
envisioned an integrated effort, combining military, police, judicial, and economic
development programs that would in principle allow Colombia to move beyond the territorial
“holding” stage and consolidate the rule of law. “The strongest thing you can do to the
FARC,” said a senior Colombian defense official, “is to retake areas key to them and to the
country and establish permanent control.”* The roll-back of the FARC achieved notable
visibility on March 1, 2008, with the bombing of a FARC camp in Ecuador that killed a
senior member of the FARC secretariat, Raul Reyes. The raid also netted three laptop
computers containing extensive information on FARC support networks, financing, and
international contacts, including members of the Venezuelan and Ecuadorian governments.*

Only one week after the raid, another member of the FARC secretariat, Ivan Rios, was
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murdered by a member of his own security detail. And at the close of the month, word leaked
that the FARC’s historic leader, Manuel Marulanda, had died of natural causes. Adding to
these losses was a dramatic and bloodless rescue by the Colombian military of the FARC’s
most famous hostage, former presidential candidate Ingrid Betancourt. After years in
captivity, Betancourt was rescued along with three U.S. defense contractors and a group of
Colombian soldiers. The impeccably executed mission, Operacion Jaque, constituted a major
psychological victory for the Uribe government and, in the view of the Colombian armed
forces the accumulation of victories in 2008 represented a “point of no return” in the war

against the FARC."’

Trouble in the Neighborhood

The Reyes bombing brought sub-regional tensions to a boiling point. Colombia had
had uneasy relations with Ecuador and Venezuela for years pre-dating the Uribe government,
mainly due to the regional effects of the Colombian armed conflict and counter-drug efforts,
and the opposition of the Venezuelan and Ecuadorian governments to increased U.S. military
presence stemming from Plan Colombia. Both countries (along with neighbouring Brazil,
Panama and Peru) had adopted varying degrees of border militarization to contain and limit
the war’s “spill-over,” whether measured in terms of refugee flows, the growing presence of
armed groups (guerrillas as well as paramilitaries) in border areas, the environmental and
public health effects of aerial fumigation, or simply the “balloon effect,” by which successful
counternarcotics operations in Colombia would cause cultivation and production to move
elsewhere.’® At the same time, the Colombian government decried what it viewed as
neighboring countries’ tolerance of a FARC presence in their territory, a subject of behind-
the-scenes diplomacy and repeated warnings to Ecuador, Venezuela, Brazil, Argentina, and

Bolivia, in particular during the Uribe years.”” Generalized disdain for the anti-terrorist
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alliance between the Bush and Uribe administrations, and Uribe’s conviction that Presidents
Chavez and Correa were FARC allies, played off each other in cyclical episodes of mutual
recrimination, conflict, and diplomatic rupture. Growing reports in Washington about
Venezuela’s central role as a transit point for cocaine leaving Colombia—given the Chéavez
government’s reluctance to cooperate with U.S. counternarcotics programs*’--further
entangled the rifts between Bogota and Caracas.

In July 2009, revelations in the Colombian media*' about secret negotiations between
Colombia and the United States to allow U.S. access to seven military bases sparked
controversy domestically and added further to regional tensions. In addition to the
“confrontationist” governments of Argentina, Bolivia, Ecuador, and Venezuela, Brazil, Chile,
Peru, and Uruguay condemned the U.S. proposal and what it signaled about U.S. military
intentions, putting Uribe on the defensive and making common cause among Chavez, Correa,

and more moderate left leaders in the region.

Free Trade: An Uphill Battle

The dynamic surrounding the negotiation and approval of a U.S.-Colombia free trade
agreement unfolded fairly independently of the debate over Plan Colombia, and involved
different sets of actors in both countries and overlapping but distinct objectives. During the
Uribe years, however, the goals of combating narco-terrorism and deepening Colombia’s
insertion in the international economy via an FTA with the United States became entwined as
never before. This was true because the president and members of his administration saw
closer integration with the U.S. market and, hence, attractiveness to foreign investment, as an
essential pillar of the democratic security policy. Although Colombian exports to the United
States entered duty-free as a result of the Andean Trade Preference Act and its successors,

designed to assist drug-producing nations in the Andean region to diversify their export base,

12



U.S. approval of an FTA took on profound symbolic value—as a stamp of approval and
expression of confidence in Colombia as a U.S. ally in the wars against drugs and terrorism.**

Unlike other foreign policy issues, including Plan Colombia, on which public debate
in Colombia had been scant or nonexistent, the FTA with the United States sparked fierce
resistance. The negotiation process had been widely publicized in the media, and criticism
came from different business sectors that had benefited from high levels of protection, as well
as from legislators, labor unions, academics, NGOs, and indigenous groups. Despite this
opposition, and after a prolonged period of public consultation, the Colombian Congress
approved the FTA in June 2007.

In the United States, the context for the FTA debate could not have been more
inhospitable. Less than three weeks before the Bush and Uribe administrations signed the
trade pact in 2006, mid-term U.S. elections returned both houses of Congress to Democratic
control. In a context of rising economic insecurity in the United States, candidates blamed
free trade agreements for taking jobs from American workers.* Rising partisan polarization
in Washington eroded support for the FTA even further. The Bush White House and the
Republican leadership routinely froze Democrats out of the discussions over trade issues.*
The fact that Colombian officials felt emboldened by Uribe’s privileged relationship with
Bush also led their negotiating team to do a particularly poor job of engaging with the
Democrats. One consequence of this lack of bipartisan consultation was that the Colombia
FTA was presented to the U.S. Congress without the side agreements covering labor and
environmental protections that had been cornerstones of the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) and Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA), and crucial to
Democratic support.

Once the Democrats regained control of Congress, the White House was forced to

negotiate a bipartisan “New Trade Policy for America” containing labor and environmental
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standards for pending free trade agreements with Colombia, Peru and Panama. Although the
Uribe administration submitted the new protocols to the Colombian Congress, which
approved them in August 2007, these changes were not sufficient to placate U.S. House
Democratic leaders, who expressed “widespread concern ... about the level of violence in
Colombia, the impunity, the lack of investigations and prosecutions, and the role of the

paramilitary.”®

The question of labor rights thus moved front and center in the FTA debate.

On the one hand were the claims of U.S. and Colombian human rights and labor
rights groups: that Colombia was “the most dangerous place in the world to be a trade
unionist,” and that the rate of impunity for the 2,685 killings of trade unionists between 1986
and 2008 was 97 percent (similar to the rate of impunity for all crimes in Colombia).*® Just
as important, in this view, was that the Uribe government’s steps to protect trade unionists
and investigate past abuses had only come about as a result of pressure from the U.S.
Congress, while Uribe himself remained deeply suspicious of—if not openly hostile to—the
human rights movement in Colombia and abroad.*’

On the other hand, supporters of the FTA countered that the Uribe government had
established a special prosecutor’s unit to look into cases of violence against trade unionists,
and that assassinations of trade unionists had fallen dramatically since Uribe took office.
Deeply frustrating to Colombian officials was the refusal of congressional Democrats to
articulate benchmarks for how much progress would be sufficient in order for the FTA to
garner support. Equally troubling was a conviction widely held in Colombia as well as in
other parts of Latin America that the U.S. emphasis on labor rights was a thin smokescreen
for blatant—and growing—U.S. protectionism.

The waning months of 2008 and early 2009 did little to advance the FTA’s prospects.

A number of domestic scandals in Colombia dominated media attention both there and in the

United States and continued to cast doubt internationally on Uribe’s credibility on human
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rights issues. These scandals included “para-gate” (parapolitica), in which investigations by
the Colombian Supreme Court revealed a shocking level of collusion between the country’s
political and economic elite and the paramilitaries; the infiltration by paramilitaries of the
internal security agency, the Departamento Administrativo de Seguridad (DAS), together
with revelations that the DAS had been conducting illegal wiretapping and surveillance of
members of the political opposition, journalists, scholars, civil society leaders, and Supreme
Court justices involved in the para-gate investigations;"" and the so-called false positives
scandal, in which a long-standing practice by the Colombian army of assassinating young
male civilians and presenting them afterwards as guerrillas killed in combat also exploded
into the headlines. At least 3,500 civilians were murdered between 2002 and 2010, a 150
percent increase in comparison to the past.*’

Five months after Barack Obama took office, the Colombian government was
successful in securing a visit with the new president. The June 2009 invitation confirmed that
Colombia continued to be an important U.S. partner regardless of partisan considerations.
Nevertheless, the ensuing joint press conference by Obama and Uribe was telling as much for
what wasn’t said as for what was: Neither president uttered the words “terrorism” or “narco-
terrorism.”. While Uribe emphasized issues of social cohesion and the steps the Colombian
government was taking to address the most recent scandal at the DAS, Obama was visibly
non-committal about a timetable for approval of the FTA and emphasized bipartisan concern
“that the human rights issues in Colombia get resolved.” Finally, the U.S. president
expressed less-than-subtle opposition to President Uribe’s bid for a third term, to which the
latter’s body language gestured visible discomfort. It was a matter for Colombians to decide,
he acknowledged, but then made reference to President George Washington, part of whose

greatness lay in knowing when to step aside and return to civilian life.”
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Santos Turns the Tide

Upon taking office on August 7, 2010, Juan Manuel Santos, Uribe’s former minister
of defense, set out a course that was starkly different from Uribe’s. In his inaugural address,
the incoming president spoke of fighting poverty and unemployment and of access to
education, health, and fair wages. He was categorical about the need to mend regional
wounds: “one of my main goals as President will be to rebuild the foreign relations with
Venezuela and Ecuador, to reestablish our confidence and to privilege diplomacy and
prudence.” Notably, and for the first time in recent history, the new Colombian president did
not even mention the United States.

In referencing Colombia’s frayed relations with its neighbors, Santos subtly
downplayed terrorism while also lauding the armed forces and the contribution of Uribe
himself to the country’s progress. At the same time—and hinting at the issue that would
define his presidency—he sent a message to Colombian armed actors that “the door to
dialogue is not locked...It is possible to have a peaceful Colombia, a Colombia without
guerrillas, and we are going to prove that! Either by reason or by force.” Finally, Santos’s
positive references to human rights contrasted with Uribe’s aggressive stance on this issue:
defense of human rights was a “firm and indeclinable commitment...” not because of
“external pressures or impositions,” but due to “our profound democratic, ethical and human
conviction.””!

The discourse of presidential speeches was soon followed by concrete action. Within
three days of taking office, Santos and Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez met and agreed
upon a blueprint for reinstating diplomatic relations that had been broken in the waning days
of Uribe’s presidency.’” Officials of both countries established working groups to address the
payment of Venezuela’s debt to Colombian exporters,’” trade and economic integration,

border development and infrastructure, and, most important of all, security. The latter was
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premised foremost on securing Chavez’s commitment not to tolerate the presence of illegal
armed groups in Venezuelan territory. Shortly thereafter, and to the surprise and
consternation of many, Santos began referring to the Venezuelan leader as his “new best
friend.”>*

For the Colombian government, the rapprochement with Venezuela had both military
and diplomatic objectives. Security gains during the Uribe years—when Santos was defense
minister—had pushed the FARC to Colombia’s remote border regions, precisely the areas
buttressing Venezuela and Ecuador. Senior Colombian officials viewed further military
pressure on the guerrillas as depending on the cooperation of Colombia’s neighbors and
especially their intolerance of guerrilla sanctuaries in their own territory. This policy shift
appeared to bear early fruits when in November 2010 Chévez extradited three guerrilla
fighters—two from the FARC and one from the smaller National Liberation Army (ELN)—
back to Colombia. By April 2011, in a statement that was ridiculed by Uribe and others,
Santos declared the FARC camps that the government had identified in Venezuela “are no

longer there.”

In an apparent “tit-for-tat” to assure cooperation on security matters, Walik
Makled, an accused drug trafficker also wanted by the United States, was extradited to
Venezuela. Washington suspected Makled of having links with the Venezuelan government
and military officials, and publicly expressed its disappointment with Santos’s decision given
the lost opportunity to further demonstrate the links between chavismo and the drug trade.
However, little if any “punishment” was meted out to Bogota.

The process of normalizing Colombia’s relations with Ecuador began during Uribe’s
final year in office.’® With the Carter Center and the Organization of American States acting
as facilitators, a bi-national dialogue was initiated that culminated in the appointment of

charges d’affaires in November 2009. Ecuadorian President Rafael Correa attended Santos’s

inauguration in 2010, and full normalization was achieved before the end of the year.
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Mending the frayed relations with Colombia’s neighbors was part of a wider
diplomatic effort by Santos to diversify the country’s foreign policy in a way that made
Colombia “relevant” in the international sphere.”’ Elsewhere in Latin America, Santos
enthusiastically embraced closer ties with Chile’s center-right president, Sebastidn Pifiera,
and Peru’s president, Alan Garcia, seeking economic integration that would lead in April
2011 to the launching of the Pacific Alliance, a much-publicized economic integration
scheme linking Chile, Colombia, Mexico, and Peru.”® Santos became more proactive in the
Union of South American Nations (UNASUR), too; testimony to the political dividends of
improved relations with the sub-region, the former ministers of foreign relations of Colombia
and Venezuela were elected in March 2011 to a joint term as UNASUR’s secretaries-general.
“We used to be UNASUR’s ugly ducklings,” Santos remarked, describing the change in
fortune as “abrupt, but very positive.” With strong Latin American and international
support, Colombia was also elected to a non-permanent seat on the United Nations Security
Council in October 2010. Finally, Santos’s first state visit was to Brazil, further evidence of
a determination to privilege Colombia’s relationships in the hemisphere, not just with the
United States.

When the Colombian president traveled to the UN General Assembly in September
2010, he conspicuously bypassed Washington, meeting instead with Obama on the sidelines
in New York. Santos set the tone for future interactions by stating that Colombia and the
United States would become “true allies” under his administration and that they would speak
“de tii a 117 While few details of the meeting are available, it appears clear in hindsight
that he pushed for a broadening of the U.S.-Colombian relationship that included but went
beyond security. “We have improved enough [in security] to be able to include other points
in our bilateral agenda,” Santos told the Washington Post. “Let’s really be strategic partners,

not in name but in practice...That means that Colombia can play a role in the region that
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coincides with the U.S. interest, like for example helping the Central American countries and
the Caribbean countries and even Mexico and other South American countries in the fight
against drug trafficking.”®'

Within a month of the New York encounter, U.S. Deputy Secretary of State James B.
Steinberg traveled to Bogota for a High Level Partnership Dialogue between the two
countries. In the first of many such declarations by senior U.S. officials, Steinberg called
Colombia “an ever-more vital strategic partner for the United States,” and announced the
“beginning of a new chapter” in bilateral relations. The foundation for that change, he said,
was “Colombia’s own success in overcoming internal security threats and shaping itself into

a model of democratic development.”®*

The two countries agreed to create bilateral working
groups on issue areas as diverse as security; democracy, human rights and good governance;
energy; social and economic opportunities; environmental protection; and culture, education,
and sports.

One major irritation remained, however, and that was Obama’s reluctance to submit
the FTA to the U.S. Congress for approval. Stubborn opposition from labor unions and
members of the president’s own party prolonged the stalemate inherited from the Bush years.
Colombian ambassador to the United States Gabriel Silva quipped that while the agreement
was in the interest of both countries, Colombia “is not obsessed” with the FTA and “we
cannot continue to wait.”® At the same time, the Santos administration set about to expand
trade relations with China, Brazil, Argentina, and Canada and to begin free trade talks with a
raft of countries, including Japan, Israel, South Korea, Canada, and the European Union. To
drive home the point that Colombia was going its own way while Washington stalled, the
Colombian Embassy in Washington peppered Capitol Hill with regular updates about the

progress of other FTAs, highlighting, for example, agricultural trade with Canada, a sector in

which U.S. exporters were losing market share. Prominent Republicans added to the pileup:
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a report commissioned by Senator Richard Lugar, the senior Republican on the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee, showed how Argentina had displaced the United States as the
largest source of Colombian agricultural imports, arguing that inaction on the FTA left the
United States at a “competitive disadvantage precisely when our economy requires solutions
that promote job creation and growth.”®*

Two major factors broke the logjam, leading to congressional approval of the FTA in
October 2011. The first was rooted in U.S. domestic politics: the return of the U.S. House of
Representatives to Republican control in the 2010 mid-term elections. House Speaker Nancy
Pelosi, a committed FTA opponent, moved into the minority. In January 2011when the new
Congress was sworn in, key supporters of the FTA moved into critical positions, including
Speaker John Boehner and House Ways and Means Committee chair, Dave Camp. They and
the U.S. business community pounded the White House to move forward, not only because it
was considered the “right thing to do” for a staunch U.S. ally, but also because in its absence,
U.S. exporters faced high tariff barriers in the Colombian market. In the Democrat-controlled
Senate, opposition to the FTA was not as fierce; indeed, Max Baucus, from the agricultural
state of Montana who chaired the powerful Senate Finance Committee, was one of the
agreement’s strongest proponents, helping pave the way for Senate passage.®

The second major change was the launching of an “Action Plan Related to Labor
Rights” drafted by the Colombian government with strong input from U.S. officials. Santos
visited Washington as president for the first time in April 2011 to unveil the agreement at a
joint White House press conference with Obama. It laid forth steps to strengthen protections
for labor leaders and more vigorously enforce Colombia’s labor laws, and included
provisions—backed up by target dates—to create a new Labor Ministry,* increase the budget
for hiring additional labor inspectors, and reform the criminal code to punish employers that

discriminated against trade unions, among other measures.®’ By October, and after additional
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skirmishes, both the House and Senate passed the FTA by wide margins. It entered into force
in May 2012.

The Labor Action plan was one in a series of reforms to make Colombia a more
democratic and inclusive society. In September 2010, the Santos government had introduced
a historic Victims’ and Land Restitution Law aimed at providing reparations to six million
victims of the armed conflict and returning land to hundreds of thousands of campesinos
forced off their plots, principally by paramilitary groups and drug traffickers in the 1980s and
1990s.°® He dissolved the discredited DAS security force responsible for numerous scandals
during the Uribe years. Other laws sought to share more broadly the fruits of the
commodities boom that benefited Colombia along with other South American nations in the
first decade of the 2000s. “President Santos...is at the forefront of a progressive and
thoughtful agenda within Colombia,” Obama said at their joint press conference in April
2011.% In the words of a senior U.S. official, the reforms underscored that the United States
had “a different kind of partner” in Santos, someone committed to “real reform on core

concerns.” That created “a very different dynamic” in the bilateral relationship.”

A Strategic Security Partnership

Following approval of the FTA, U.S. and Colombian officials inaugurated a High
Level Strategic Security Dialogue (HLSSD) in February 2012, built on “a very justified sense
of accomplishment in the respective security bureaucracies over the work they’d done
together” over the previous years.”' For the United States, it was politically and culturally
less fraught and also more cost effective to support Colombians in sharing their “hard-won
security experience” with counterparts in such places as Central America, the Caribbean, and
Mexico. In Washington’s view, other countries “probably listen to Colombians more than to

the U.S.; they can relate to what Colombia has been through, what Colombians themselves
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have been through.” In consequence, having Colombians take the lead provided “the perfect
Trojan Horse” to impart U.S. training, tactics, and human rights standards.”” This new
reading of bilateral relations, which reflected an appreciation of Colombia’s successes on the
security front, was also in line with the Obama administration’s “light footprint™ approach to
U.S. security and defense, in which capacity-building of local partners and their strategic
deployment in third countries (instead of direct U.S. involvement) became fundamental.”

From a Colombian standpoint, triangulated security cooperation with the United
States offered similar benefits, including the preservation of a privileged relationship with
Washington, international positioning and leadership as a security provider, and the
development of new roles and missions should peace negotiations succeed and the
counterinsurgency war come to an end. “Colombia is interested in offering its expertise,” said
Colombia’s defense minister, Juan Carlos Pinzon. “We have lived through a reality that I am
sure is useful to other countries facing security challenges, even transnational crime.”’*

By the time Obama and Santos met for a second time at the Sixth Summit of the
Americas hosted by Colombia in Cartagena in April 2012, the language of partnership was
fully ingrained in their mutual portrayal of bilateral relations. While Santos stated “our
countries have moved from being just good friends and partners to become real allies,”
Obama added “as Colombia grows stronger at home, it’s increasingly playing a leadership
role across the region...where we’re deepening our partnership.””> In an “Action Plan on
Regional Security Cooperation” agreed to at the Summit, the two countries pledged to deepen
their coordination in the fight against transnational organized crime throughout the
hemisphere and in West Africa. Such joint efforts were already well underway in Mexico
and Central America, funded through Plan Mérida and the Central American Regional
Security Initiative (CARSI).”® Obama also promised to support Colombia’s bid to join the

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) when Santos was ready
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to seek it, and announced that visas for Colombians visiting the United States would be
extended from five to ten years. And, though contacts between the Colombian government
and the FARC to initiate a new peace process were still secret, the U.S. president reinforced
Washington’s commitment to standing “shoulder to shoulder” with Colombia to end the
armed conflict.

To make triangulated cooperation operational, the two governments formed a Security
Cooperation Coordination Group (SCCG) to design a yearly action plan, while an
International Coordination Division was created within the International Narcotics and Law
Enforcement (INL) division at the U.S. Embassy in Bogota to serve as liaison among U.S.
diplomatic missions in countries where the Action Plan was being executed, officials of the
host governments, and Colombian counterparts, mostly the Ministry of Defense and the
National Police.”” Between 2013 and 2014, the number of capacity-building programs
included in the Action Plan grew exponentially, from 39 in 2013 to over 150 in 2014. The
numbers were expected to rise to 205 in 2015 and increase again to the low 300s in 2016."

According to the Colombian National Police, between 2009 and 2013, police and
military training was provided to 21,949 individuals from 47 different countries in areas such
as ground, air, maritime and river interdiction, police testimony, handling of explosives,
intelligence operations, psychological operations, and Jungla Command, the elite
counternarcotics police program designed originally by the United States. More than one-
third of those were trained in 2013 alone.” Although not all training corresponded to
triangulation with the United States (much of Colombian cooperation with Mexico, for
example, was bilateral), the majority of security cooperation has been concentrated in a small
group of Latin American countries to which distinct problems related to illicit drugs and

organized crime have migrated from the Andean region, including Mexico, Honduras,
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Panama, Guatemala, El Salvador, Costa Rica and the Dominican Republic. Many of these

countries also top the list of U.S. security priorities in the Western Hemisphere.

Re-Thinking Hemispheric Counter-Drug Strategy

Contrary to triangulated security cooperation efforts, in which Colombia and the
United States have largely seen eye to eye, since his early days in office Santos has been an
active critic of the U.S.-inspired “war on drugs.” In November 2011, in an interview with the
Guardian, he became the first acting president in the world to speak out publicly on the need
for a new approach to illicit drugs and consumption. Although stating that he would support
legalization, Santos countered that he would not “go it alone,” calling instead for a
coordinated debate in which the entire international community shared responsibility.*
Subsequently, Santos likened current counternarcotics policy to a stationary bicycle on which
one exerts considerable effort peddling but gets nowhere. Given Colombia’s historical
commitment to combating drugs and to the predominance of U.S.-devised strategies, the
symbolic importance of the president’s statements could not be more profound.

In 2012, within the framework of the Summit of the Americas in Cartagena, Santos
spearheaded the conversation that led the OAS to prepare a major report analyzing existing
drug strategies and proposing alternatives.®’ Mexican and Guatemalan presidents Felipe
Caldero6n and Otto Pérez Molina later joined Santos in a declaration to the United Nations in
October 2012 criticizing existing counternarcotics policy and calling for an urgent debate,
based upon existing scientific evidence and with an eye to creating a “new paradigm.”™

During his March 2015 speech before the UN Drug Commission in Vienna,
Colombian Minister of Justice Yesid Reyes reinforced these concerns in a strongly worded
speech that declared the failure of existing policies, condemned repression of the illegal drug

economy as insufficient, and called attention to the collateral damage of the drug war.*> The
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following month, Health Minister Alejandro Gaviria requested the suspension of aerial
fumigation of coca crops for public health reasons, a proposal ultimately upheld by President
Santos himself.

Assistant Secretary of State for International Narcotics Control and Law Enforcement
William Brownfield and U.S. Ambassador to Colombia Kevin Whitaker attempted to
preempt Santos’s decision by claiming that the chemical used—glyphosate—was inoffensive
and that fumigation to eradicate coca crops in Colombia had been the cornerstone of joint
efforts by Colombia and the Untied States. But they ultimately supported the Colombian
government’s sovereign decision to stop the aerial fumigation of coca. Indeed, in an Op-Ed
published on May 10, 2015, in E/ Tiempo, Whitaker conceded that whatever the Santos
government’s decision, “the United States had remained at Colombia’s side before, even
during difficult times, and would continue to have its back.”**

The Obama administration displayed a similar conciliatory attitude toward the peace
process between the Colombian government and the FARC, including those aspects related to
illicit drugs and the narcotics trade. This was true despite the fact that the accord on illicit
narcotics threatened to alter central tenets of U.S.-Colombian counter-drug cooperation. The
agreement signed in May 2014 committed the government and the guerrillas to work together
to eliminate coca and cocaine, and whenever possible to enter into voluntary pacts with coca
cultivators, and to employ manual eradication rather than aerial fumigation. Secretary of
State John Kerry welcomed the news of the accord while underlining the importance of
keeping aerial eradication on the table as part of the counter-drug arsenal, a possibility
thrown out one year later when Santos decided to suspend the use of glyphosate. Overall, top
U.S. officials from President Obama to Vice President Biden to Secretary of State Kerry

expressed unequivocal support for the peace talks underway in Havana, punctuated by the
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naming of a U.S. special envoy, former Assistant Secretary of State for Western Hemisphere
Affairs Bernard Aronson, at the Colombian president’s request, in early 2015.

Extradition, however, represents an even more sensitive issue for the peace process,
and may prove challenging for the United States and Colombia to reconcile their respective
interests. As of March 2015, a dozen FARC members had already been extradited to the
United States, while at least 60, including members of the senior leadership, had been
indicted on drug trafficking, kidnapping, or terrorism charges.”> FARC fears of mass
extradition are not completely unfounded, given President Uribe’s decision to turn over 14
paramilitary leaders to the United States in May 2008. And yet, throughout the peace
process, the U.S. position was to avoid demanding publicly that Colombia fulfill U.S.
extradition requests, especially when they involved FARC members.*® In March 2015,
Santos, too, stated that he did not think that any guerrilla would turn in his or her weapons

only to be sent to die to a U.S. prison.*’

The Colombian Success Story: Its Reality and Limitations

While Colombia’s international image up until the mid-2000s was predominantly that
of a state on the verge of collapse—combating powerful armed actors and a burgeoning drug
business and in desperate need of U.S. assistance—by the second Uribe government (2006-
2010) policymakers in Bogota and Washington, think tanks, international financial
institutions, and the global media all began to refer to Colombia as a country that had come
“back from the brink.”® Undoubtedly, the successful counterinsurgency paved the way for
certain aspects of state-building, including: professionalized and modernized armed forces;
reduced territorial control by and offensive and destructive capacity of the FARC;
significantly decreased indicators for violence such as homicides and kidnappings (but not

forced displacement); and increased state presence and greater state authority.” The
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Colombian government, in tandem with the United States, also deployed a model for
consolidating these gains with corresponding social and economic programs in key areas of
the national territory. As a result, in 2009, then U.S. Ambassador to Colombia William
Brownfield claimed that Plan Colombia “has been the most successful nation-building
exercise that the United States has associated itself with perhaps over the last 25-30 years.”””
Improvements in the country’s security situation underwrote a success story that has been at
the root of the Santos government’s foreign policy strategy, U.S. understanding of its own
role in Colombia, and triangulated security cooperation in third countries. U.S. Deputy
Secretary of State Anthony J. Blinken summed it up well: Colombia’s “remarkable
transformation” has made the country a leader and “a model for the entire region,” he said.
“What we are seeing is quite extraordinary...We used to ask, ‘what can the United States do
for Colombia?’ Now it is ‘what can we do with Colombia?”””' The fact that President Santos
has also been more conciliatory toward human rights and other non-governmental
organizations than his predecessor, more active in condemning human rights violations, and
more widely recognized by governments throughout Latin America, has made the transition
to strategic partnership even smoother. Nevertheless, the chasm between official intentions
and actual state capacity remained vast in many parts of the country. Attacks against
community organizers and human rights and other activists, including those seeking the
return of their land under the Victims’ and Land Restitution Law, approved in 2011, are
ongoing.”> The implementation of the Victims” Law got off to a painfully slow start, but has
begun to accelerate. According to Human Rights Watch, of the approximately 68,000 claims
received as of September 2014, rulings had been handed down for only 1,546;” Colombian
government statistics indicate that by May 2015, 16,000 out of a total 79,607 land claims had
been resolved and 27,000 more were being processed.”* Moreover, Colombia’s humanitarian

crisis has continued unabated. According to the official Victim’s Unit, of the 7,490,375
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citizens that have registered as victims of the armed conflict, 6,213,989 are internally
displaced people, the second largest population of displaced in the world after Syria.”
Finally, as noted by the State Department in its annual review of human rights, Colombia’s
“most serious human rights problems were impunity, an inefficient judiciary, forced
displacement, corruption, and societal discrimination. An inefficient justice system subject to
intimidation limited the state’s ability to prosecute effectively individuals accused of human
rights abuses, including former members of paramilitary groups.””®

However necessary the issue of military and police strengthening has been to state
building in Colombia overall, it is also the case that the major security gains have been
against guerrilla organizations and less so against violent drug trafficking organizations.
Although most paramilitary leaders are either dead or in prison, many mid-level former AUC
members regrouped and have deepened their involvement in the drug trade, frequently in
alliance with the FARC and ELN.”” Dozens of a new generation of criminal organizations—
coined BACRIM (bandas criminales)—generate horrific violence as they battle the state and
one another for control of drug-trafficking corridors, deeply impacting the civilian population
in the process. Finally, despite the investigations pursued in connection with the parapolitica
scandal, paramilitary penetration of the political class, the economy, and the justice system in
many regions of Colombia continues to threaten advances in the security arena and
undermine the democratic legitimacy of the state.

In terms of institutional strength, the state still exhibits significant weaknesses. In
particular, its territorial presence and institutional strength are highly disparate throughout
Colombia, and decrease as one moves from the center of the country towards the border
regions. According to the leading Colombian NGO Dejusticia, in 60 percent of Colombian
territory, the administration of justice and local public administration are highly deficient,

allowing distinct non-state actors, including guerrilla groups and BACRIM, to exercise para-
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state functions.”® As a result, and as highlighted in late 2014 by Green Alliance Senator
Claudia Lopez, one of the main challenges posed by guerrilla demobilization in a post-
conflict scenario is how the state will fill the void left in Colombia’s “war” zones, in which
between 13 and 15 million inhabitants currently reside” and where demobilized combatants
would legitimately fear for their safety.

Finally, growing calls to rethink current counternarcotics policy, including from
Presidents Santos and Obama, suggest that longstanding approaches to fighting what is no
longer even referred to as the “war on drugs” not only have failed to produce desired results

but also have inflicted considerable and unacceptable collateral damage.'®”

In particular,
drug-related criminal violence has been spread throughout the Western Hemisphere as a
result of the “balloon” and “cockroach” effects,'”' underscoring the tremendous costs of
Colombia’s “success.” No less important, following a five-year period (2008-2013) in which
coca crops and cocaine production decreased in that country—but were partially offset by
growth in Peru--both U.S. State Department and UNODC figures suggest that they rose again
in 2014, pointing to the limitations of forced eradication as the mainstay of counternarcotics
policy.'” To what degree existing Colombian know-how about counternarcotics can be
adapted to the security needs and specific contexts of those countries receiving Colombian-
U.S. triangulated cooperation requires further debate.

Colombia’s economic relationship with the United States has remained close although
the impact of the FTA on bilateral trade and investment is complex and ambiguous. The
United States remains Colombia’s largest trade partner (for both imports and exports),
accounting for 25.7 percent of its exports and 28.4 percent of its imports in 2014, according
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to the National Administrative Department of Statistics (DANE). ™ This represents a

decrease, however, from the levels in 1995, when Colombian exports to and imports from the
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United States amounted to 34.6 percent and 33.6 percent, respectively. Much of the change
appears to be a reflection of Colombia’s efforts to diversify its foreign economic relations.'*
From 1999 until 2012, the year the FTA was implemented, Colombia maintained a
solid trade surplus with the United States, which reached its zenith in 2011 at $8.99 billion.
This is largely to be expected, given that the vast majority of Colombian exports entered the
United States duty-free, while imports from the United States continued to face high trade
barriers. Following 2012, the size of Colombia’s bilateral trade surplus with the United
States declined dramatically, moving into deficit by 2014, a trend that continued into 2015. It
is difficult to isolate the effect of the FTA on this trend, however, given that Colombia’s
overall trade deficit burgeoned in 2014-2015 at a rate similar to the rise in the deficit with the
United States. (In 2014, Colombia’s largest deficit was with China, followed by Mexico,
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with the United States in third place.) ™ The dramatic fall in the price of oil, Colombia’s

principal export, was one of several factors that had a significant effect on its deteriorating
terms of trade.'*®

There is some evidence that the FTA helped Colombia to diversify the nature of
exports to the United States. Although crude oil accounted for over 56 percent of Colombia’s
exports to the United States in 2014, followed by gold (9.5 percent), and coffee (6.4

10
percent),'"’

non-traditional exports grew by almost 4 percent per year. According to the
Colombian government agency Proexport, in the first two-and-a-half years after the FTA
took effect, over 1,900 Colombian companies, virtually all of them small and medium-sized
enterprises, exported to the United States for the first time, sending 434 new products.'*®

In addition, the FTA appears to have had a marginal effect on U.S. foreign direct investment
(FDI) in Colombia. According to Colombia’s Central Bank, the largest single increase (from

$1.26 billion to over $2 billion) took place between 2004 and 2005, with the highest totals

(just under $3 billion) registering in both 2008 and 2013."”” This suggests that the improved
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security situation in Colombia, not the FTA, was the most important determinant of increased
U.S. investment. In addition to security, Colombia’s economic fundamentals remained
strong throughout this period, although the country was not exempt from the economic
slowdown affecting the entire region in 2014-2015. Between 2002 and 2013, Colombia’s
GDP grew by over 4 percent (higher than the Latin American average),'' poverty rates
continued their steady decline (from almost 50 percent of the population in 2002 to
approximately 30 percent in 2013), and the market-friendly policies of the Santos
government led to a surge in foreign investment. Overall, total FDI in Colombia grew from
$2.4 billion in 2000 to some $16 billion in 2013,'"! more than a sixfold increase, with the
majority directed to the oil and mining sectors. By 2014, the World Bank ranked Colombia
as the best place to do business in Latin America, besting Chile, which had long held the top
slot.'"?
Conclusions

In this chapter we have argued that the distinguishing feature of U.S.-Colombian
relations during the Obama and Santos governments has been the construction and
institutionalization of a strategic partnership, characterized by common interests, values, and
understandings, multi-dimensional and long-term interaction beyond the two countries’
borders, and reciprocity. Although admittedly, a “strategic relationship” of sorts existed
between Uribe and Bush, the nature of bilateral relations was quite different, mainly because
Plan Colombia had not yet taken its course and because the anti-terrorist “glue” that bound
the two governments together was one that contributed to Colombia’s isolation vis-a-vis the
rest of the Western Hemisphere. Also, the change in government from Bush to Obama, and
of party control in the U.S. Congress from Republicans to Democrats, led to the articulation
of distinct interests and priorities for which the Uribe government was particularly

unprepared.
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And yet, alongside the apparent cooling of relations between President Uribe and the
Democratic White House and Congress, security cooperation between the two countries
proceeded unimpaired, pointing to the existence of separate and somewhat autonomous
bureaucracies with institutional ties and longstanding interests that transcend political
considerations. As a result, when Uribe handed the presidency over to Santos in August
2010, the bilateral relationship was essentially poised for even further deepening.

Santos emphasized those very issues that had achieved greater salience in the view of
the new occupants of the White House and U.S. Capitol, including human rights, democracy,
and a sharing of the socio-economic pie, while also proving adept at courting the Republicans
on matters such as trade and security. The incoming president also insisted on the need for
greater parity (or lessened asymmetry) and, while striving to maintain excellent relations with
the United States, stepped back from the active courting practiced by his predecessor. This
was demonstrated par excellence in the “call me when you’re ready” attitude toward U.S.
passage of the FTA; greater Colombian independence was also observable in the security
realm (especially in relation to illicit drugs) and the peace process with the FARC.

Colombian foreign policy also shifted under the Santos administration in comparison
to that of President Uribe. The latter’s regional and international strategy focused almost
exclusively on the “war on terrorism” in Colombia and the implementation of the democratic
security policy. Santos not only set out to mend damaged relations with Colombia’s South
American neighbors, but also developed a more ambitious foreign policy in which he sought
to carve out a more visible and proactive role for Colombia in Latin America and beyond. In
foreign economic policy, through new bilateral trade agreements and through the Pacific
Alliance, Colombia strove to diversify its trade and investment partners and craft new

relationships with the rapidly growing countries of Asia.
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That the Santos administration exercised greater independence while maintaining
strong and positive relations with the United States is testimony to not only the political skills
of Colombian officials but also the new attitudes in Washington regarding hemispheric
policy. The Obama administration has attempted to build regional trust through an explicit
emphasis on multilateralism, partnership, and respect for the growing influence and
autonomy of Latin American governments. While these tendencies grabbed fewer headlines
and were often interpreted in the region as an excuse for inattention, in fact, the principles
granted significant latitude to Colombia to go its own way even while the fundamentals—
most importantly, security cooperation—remained strong. In the United States, bipartisan
“ownership” of the policies that had contributed to Colombia’s success (with all the
important caveats mentioned above) cemented a relationship unmatched in the Western
Hemisphere and, arguably, unique in U.S. relations with countries of the developing world.
Colombia, meanwhile, retained a strong, albeit less exclusive orientation toward the United
States. The fact that Bogota and Washington did not always coincide actually strengthened a
twenty-first century relationship grounded in the bedrock of many shared interests and

values.
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Following the Colombian government’s successful dismantling of the Medellin and Cali
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percent of Colombian imports, with exports trailing far behind.

14U.S. Library of Congress, Congressional Research Service, The U.S.-Colombia Free
Trade Agreement: Background and Issues (June 11, 2015), 10.

19 Balance of trade statistics are from Republica de Colombia, Departamento Administrativo
Nacional de Estadistica (DANE), “Colombia, balanza comercial segiin grupos econémicos y
principales paises, 1999-2015,” http://www.dane.gov.co/index.php/comercio-
exterior/balanza-comercial. See also, “Déficit comercial historico en Colombia a octubre
2014,” Dinero, December 22, 2014.

106 «Asf ha cambiado el comercio con EE.UU. en 3 afios del TLC,” Portafolio, May 11, 2015.
97U S. Library of Congress, Congressional Research Service, The U.S.-Colombia Free
Trade Agreement: Background and Issues (June 11, 2015), 11.

198 «Asi ha cambiado,” Portafolio.
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Republica de Colombia, Banco de la Republica, “Flujos de inversion directa - balanza de

pagos,” http://banrep.gov.co/inversion-directa; and “Colombia FDI statistics,” Colombia

Reports, http://colombiareports.com/colombia-fdi-statistics/.

19 Based on World Bank/Economy and Region Specific Forecasts and Data,

http://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/global-economic-prospects/data?region=LAC.
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"1 poverty and FDI figures are from Embassy of Colombia in the United States, “Colombia:
A New Country,” February 2014, mimeographed.

"2 The top five were Colombia, Peru, Mexico, Chile, and Panama. World Bank Group,
Doing Business 2015: Going Beyond Efficiency (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2014), 4,

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/20483.
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