	


One of the nine men buried up to their necks inside a church in the neighborhood of Bosque in Bogota, June 2002, waits in protest of marginalization and poverty. The men announced they will not unearth themselves until the mayor of Bogota, Antanas Mockus, arrives and listens to their requests
	Violence in Colombia is often attributed to the drug trade but the truth is much more complex.
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Colombia is experiencing one of the worst human rights crises in the Western Hemisphere. To that end, Americans generally confess surprise when they learn that Colombia is the third largest recipient of U.S. foreign aid in the world after Israel and Egypt. Unfortunately the $2.2 billion in U.S. aid since 1999 has done little to stem the violence. In fact, Colombia, a nation twice the size of France and with 42 million citizens, is the site of the most assassinations, massacres and kidnappings on earth.
The statistics are staggering. More than 30 Colombians are kidnapped daily and nearly 1,000 Colombians are violently displaced every 24 hours. Eight Colombians are murdered every day. Moreover, Colombia leads the world in journalists murdered annually. Colombia’s bloodiest statistic, however, is that it has more labor leaders assassinated each year than the total of every country in the world. Consequently, the Colombian economy has been crippled by enormous capital flight and now has the highest unemployment in Latin America. 
Colombia also is suffering from an absence of significant foreign investment and has seen its once promising tourism industry vanish. The danger to Americans in Colombia is so great that the U.S. State Department has issued a strongly-worded travel warning, urging citizens to avoid travel to the nation.
The terror in Colombia is difficult to decipher. It is buried under layers of history and is immensely complicated by the lucrative drug trade. Colombia has had revolutionaries for half a century. 
Quite frankly Americans must share some of the blame for the violence in Colombia. The United States, a nation that represents almost five percent of the world’s population, currently consumes 50 percent of the Columbian cocaine produced annually. Consequently, the unholy alliance among revolutionaries and drug traffickers is financing the guerrilla warfare inside Colombia. The poor distribution of wealth and the absence of significant social and land reforms in Colombia have prompted a small portion of the population to take up arms against the state. Additionally, the lack of viable political inclusion has reduced the credibility of the government among the poor. But if the truth were known, the key to the violence in Colombia is a decades-old dirty war conducted by savage paramilitary death squads.
The New York Times recently editorialized that 80 percent of the violence in Colombia is a direct result of vicious paramilitary activities. A tragic truth of the crisis is that the paramilitary death squads have links to the Colombian armed forces. The links have been officially documented by the U.S. State Department, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights in Colombia, Human Rights Watch Americas and Amnesty International. In some cases, American taxpayer dollars are filtered down to the death squads to finance an indiscriminate campaign against the guerrillas and their unarmed sympathizers.
The revolutionary guerrillas should not be exonerated or glorified. They too are guilty of terror tactics. The largest and most powerful guerrilla group in Colombia, called the FARC (Revolutionary Forces of Colombia), has financed their activities with narco-contaminated dollars, kidnappings and extortion. The hideous practice of kidnapping upper-class, middle-class and lower-class Colombians has eliminated widespread guerrilla support across the nation, but in order to have a comprehensive understanding of the 20,000-strong FARC guerrilla army one must first examine Colombian history. It explains why the FARC is so strong. It is a mistake to think the FARC is mere farmers with pitchforks. In reality, the FARC is a veteran second-generation fighting machine that repeatedly attacks the Colombian armed forces and police.

Tumultuous History
The oldest guerrilla rebel in the world, Manuel “Tirofiro” Marulanda Vélez, leads the FARC. It is well known that Tirofiro (Sureshot) has a deep mistrust and hatred of Americans. Sureshot and his 14 cousins formed a rural self-defense group in the tiny pueblo of Genova located in the province of Quindio 53 years ago. Sureshot is obviously too old to lead the charge in battle, so the FARC’s military mastermind is now Jorge “Mono Jojoy” Briceño, a skilled guerrilla fighter who commands over 75 different military “fronts” across the country. Mono Jojoy’s brother, Germán “Granobles” Briceño is wanted for murder in the United States. He is responsible for the February 1999 kidnapping of American indigenous Indian humanitarians Terry Freitas, Ingrid Washinawatok and Lahe’ena’e Gay and for ordering their executions in Venezuela in March 1999. 
The FARC also has a cult figure among its ranks. His name is Henry “Romaña” Castellanos and superstitious peasants claim he made a pact with the devil so bullets could not harm him. Romaña is a ferocious second-generation “young-Turk” who has never been defeated in the field of battle and rarely leaves his dead or wounded behind. He too is wanted in the United States for murder, having kidnapped American missionaries Timothy Van Kike and Steve Welsh on January 16, 1994 and orchestrated their subsequent deaths in June 1995. 
The birth of the guerrilla movement in Colombia is directly related to three historic events. The first took place on April 9, 1948 when the beloved national populist leader Jorge Eliécer Gaitán was mysteriously murdered on the streets of Bogotá. Gaitán was the overwhelming favorite to assume the presidency in the 1950 elections, and his murder triggered the greatest riot in the history of the Western Hemisphere. More than 2,000 Colombians died in the riot and most prominent historians agree that Bogotá would have burned to the ground if heavy rains had not doused the flames throughout the city late that evening. 
Gaitán was scholarly and eloquent. He also was the first politician in Colombia to embrace the poor. He had promised the nation significant labor, social and land reforms and was considered the voice of the middle and lower classes. His murder sparked the revolutionary movement in Colombia, prompting disenchanted Colombians to head into the hills as guerrilla rebels. This blood-soaked period in Colombian history is called “La Violencia.” After Gaitán’s death, three extreme right-wing regimes led by President Mariano Ospina (1948-1950), President Laureano Gómez (1950-1953), and General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla (1953-1957) conducted a brutal offensive toward the rebels. President’s Ospina, Gómez and Rojas Pinilla employed the armed forces and national police to ruthlessly smash the opposition resulting in a mini civil war that led to the death of 400,000 Colombians. 
The second event that nurtured the guerrilla movement in Colombia was a failed experiment created in 1957 by political elites from the conservative and liberal parties. The “National Front” lasted until 1974 with the goal of stopping partisan violence, rehabilitating the economic sector, dramatically improving education levels and uniting the nation. Inspired by this promise, Colombians turned out in record numbers on December 1, 1957 to approve the new government of unity and participate in the first authentic popular vote since 1949. The poor soon lost faith in the National Front when the Colombian oligarchy assembled the elite families in the country and granted them exclusive rule for the next 16 years. To its credit, the National Front rehabilitated the economy but its inability to carry out significant labor, social and land reforms generated resentment among the poor. Ultimately, the experiment was recognized as a case of the rich uniting for reasons of self-preservation and its policy of excluding any third party from participating in the decision-making process denied the middle and lower classes political inclusion. 
The third historic event is cloaked in intrigue. During the 1970 Colombian presidential elections, the ANAPO political party appeared to have lost because of official fraud. The official National Front candidate was Misael Pastrana (the father of Colombian President Andrés Pastrana) and the opposition candidate was former General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla who had undergone an incredible political metamorphosis and was running as a populist. Rojas Pinelli constructed a political platform that preached social equality and protested the lack of popular participation in the political system. The ANAPO party was made up of the labor movement, university students and the poor in the big cities and countryside. Moreover, Rojas Pinilla was demanding the end of National Front rule. The polls at the time, although primitive, indicated it was going to be a close contest between Pastrana and Rojas Pinilla.
The presidential vote took place on May 19, 1970 and lacked transparency. Straw polls conducted as voters left the voting booths indicated a Rojas Pinilla landslide. Additionally, the nation’s major radio and television stations reported throughout the day that Rojas Pinilla was soundly defeating the National Front candidate. The first official government tally of the vote in fact had Rojas Pinilla ahead. However, late that evening, the Minister of Government, Carlos Augusto Noriega, appeared on radio and television and accused the press throughout the country of gross irresponsibility and threatened them with government sanctions if they did not stop describing their unofficial returns. Thereafter, in the early hours of April 20, as the nation slept, the government released a new official vote count and reported that candidate Pastrana had moved ahead of Rojas Pinilla. The irregular reporting of the vote by the government caused many to lose faith in the political process. Ultimately, the murder of Gaitán, the failed National Front and the tainted 1970 elections prompted many Colombians to accept the legitimacy of the guerrilla movement.

Forgotten Peace
The Washington Post articulated a vivid synopsis of the current crisis in a February editorial: “The Colombian army is understaffed, under trained and under equipped. Many of its officers have tolerated or even collaborated with the right-wing paramilitaries, and some units have committed their own human rights abuses.” 
In essence, the Post confirms the sad reality of the Colombian crisis but ignores the cry for peace in Colombia. In reality, the honest hardworking people of Colombia have been trapped in a vicious rural and urban civil war. They have been subjected to a sinister paramilitary dirty war for decades. Most Colombians want peace but understand the violent actors in the nation will never abandon the struggle until the state eliminates the dirty war. Consequently the United States is in the unique position of changing the nature of the conflict. It requires strong White House leadership and the first step is for the United States to insist that the Colombian government sanitize its military. Failure to do so will prolong the conflict and destabilize the Andean region. 
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