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UPDATE June 2001 
Maryknoll Office for Global Concerns 

Colombia: Responding to Long-standing and Escalating Violence 
 
The Maryknoll connection 
 
Despite the fact that Maryknoll does not have missioners in Colombia, the Maryknoll Office for Global 
Concerns was encouraged to respond to the crisis there by Maryknollers working in neighboring 
countries and feeling the effects of displacement and violence. Lay missioners in Barquisimeto, 
Venezuela welcomed Colombians into their communities, heard their stories of terror and contacted us. 
In Darien, Panama, the Maryknoll Sisters were increasingly aware of incursions of armed groups from 
Colombia into Darien and of refugees crossing the border as well. This reality was among the topics 
discussed at the Latin America Global Concerns conference in January 2000. The Maryknoll Sisters in 
Ecuador were also conscious of the violence spilling across the border into Ecuador as fumigation to 
eradicate coca plantations and increased conflict forced communities in Putamayo and other 
departments bordering Ecuador to flee. In 2000, some 10,000 Colombian refugees crossed into 
Venezuela, Panama and Ecuador where they received little protection and sometimes forced 
deportation. 
 
Additionally, many Maryknollers in the United States were increasingly concerned about U.S. policy in 
Colombia, especially its rationalization of a militarized counternarcotics strategy that was bound to 
exacerbate the violence and have a negative impact on the whole region. For several years, encouraged 
by Maryknoll lay missioners in Cochabamba, we had tracked a similar U.S.-sponsored coca eradication 
program in Bolivia that was intensely criticized for its association with human rights violations in the 
Chapare region and its failure to provide any viable alternatives for campesinos trying to survive. The 
pattern in Colombia was thus painfully familiar, although it was being implemented in an even more 
volatile situation. 
 
We have followed U.S. policy in Latin America carefully over a number of years, logging its supposed 
shift from a counterinsurgency and counterrevolutionary emphasis to a focus on democracy and the 
promotion of a neoliberal economic model with the goal of free trade. We have watched its strong 
emphasis on counternarcotics as a U.S. security issue; its militarized drug strategy with emphasis on 
eradication; its intense opposition to anything that looks like a revolutionary movement; and, in the 
wake of U.S. relinquishment of bases in Panama, the establishment of forward operating bases in 
Ecuador, El Salvador and the Caribbean.  
 
With so many others, we have monitored the ongoing development of U.S. military-to-military 
relationships in the region, especially through the U.S. Army School of the Americas (SOA) and its 
successor institution. Over 10,000 soldiers from Colombia have trained at the SOA, more than any 
other country. Reports issued in 2000 by the U.S. State Department and Human Rights Watch 
document the involvement of Colombian SOA graduates in kidnapping, murder, massacres and setting 
up paramilitary groups. 
 
For the Maryknoll Office for Global Concerns to ignore the situation in Colombia became impossible; 
to fail to engage in the debate over U.S. policy there, irresponsible.  
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Background 
 
Colombia is an extraordinary country, rich in natural resources, including oil, gold and land, many of 
which are controlled by drug dealers -- or foreign corporations. As in too many countries, the bottom 
third of the population receives less than 10 percent of the income whereas the top third receives 70 
percent. Unemployment is extremely high, officially 20 percent or higher. 
 
Colombia is a democracy with a relatively new constitution, but the national government has been 
traditionally very weak, especially in the rural areas. It has a long history of violence involving several 
revolutionary groups, the military, paramilitary groups linked to the military and to powerful economic 
interests, and drug dealers. Two revolutionary groups are now active: the FARC, the Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Colombia, and the ELN, the National Liberation Army. 
 
The roots of the conflict are economic injustice and poverty, provoking an ideological conflict in the 
early years that has now become a battle over territorial control and small pieces of political geography 
often tied to economic interests. All of the armed groups are linked to the traffic in drugs and have been 
guilty of human rights violations, but in recent years, the paramilitaries are disproportionately 
responsible. In the first few weeks of 2001, the UN Human Rights Office in Colombia documented 26 
massacres in which 170 people were killed, most of them by paramilitary groups. 
 
Human rights work and almost any kind of independent community based work, including pastoral 
work in some areas, is extremely dangerous in Colombia. Threats from paramilitary groups that act with 
impunity (even in close proximity to military installations), as well as from guerrillas, drug dealers and 
the military itself are often realized. Thirty human rights defenders have been killed in the last four 
years. Yet, courageous Colombians and those who accompany them continue to work for human rights 
and peace. 
 
Internal displacement and flight across borders are tremendous problems. Nearly two million people are 
displaced -- 300,000 in the past year alone. Despite a comprehensive law passed in 1997 that was 
supposed to respond to their needs, many displaced never register because they are fearful of collusion 
by authorities with those who threatened them and because they often continue to be threatened. 
 
Last year the Clinton administration proposed a $1.3 billion aid package in support of Colombian 
President Andres Pastrana’s Plan Colombia. After a bitter debate, the package was approved by the 
U.S. Congress. Most of the package was for military aid: training and equipment, two additional 
counternarcotics battalions plus 30 Blackhawk and 33 Huey helicopters, interdiction, airfield upgrades, 
and intelligence. The package was overwhelmingly for the military and police, but did include some 
assistance for the 10,000 people expected to be displaced by aerial spraying. Strict human rights 
conditions attached to the aid package might have promoted vigorous prosecution of paramilitaries and 
military personnel accused of human rights violations, but they were waived by President Clinton in 
August 2000. The delivery of this aid package has thus far been devastating to local communities 
targeted for fumigation and its expansion now to become an Andean-wide initiative is extremely 
worrisome. 
 
Every Colombian president since 1980 has sought some sort of negotiated peace settlement. President 
Pastrana’s negotiations with the FARC began two years ago and have made very slow progress. The 



 
3 

 
 

ELN is now vying for its own demilitarized zone and a stronger role in negotiations. An appropriate 
role for paramilitaries in the negotiations is impossible to assign because of their close connection to the 
military. At the third Summit of the Americas in April, the heads of state of all the countries in the 
Americas (except Cuba, which was not included in the Summit) signed a statement declaring a firm 
support for peace and reconciliation in Colombia. This is a positive step, but more may in fact be 
accomplished by the many community-based peacemaking efforts initiated by local communities 
determined, despite the great risk in doing so, to stop the violence. 
 
A response 
 
In the past few years, international concern about Colombia has increased markedly. The Office for 
Global Concerns is a member of a broad and diverse coalition of organizations called the Colombia 
Steering Committee working to promote respect for human rights and support the peace process in 
Colombia and to change U.S. policy there. Steps we have taken as an office are small, but will 
hopefully have some impact when joined with the efforts of hundreds of others, both in Colombia and 
internationally. We list them here to invite your ideas for new action and your involvement: 
 
On a regular basis we gather current information on Colombia and analysis from a variety of reliable 
sources. Links to some of them are listed below 
• In January 2000 we participated in a delegation to Colombia of Washington-based organizations to 
learn about the situation and work of human rights groups, other nongovernmental organizations and 
the Church and to bring them information about the then-proposed U.S. contribution to Plan Colombia. 
We met with a broad spectrum of groups in Medellin and Bogota -- from street vendors to mayors, 
lawyers’ committees to bishops, Jesuits to Franciscans. 
• A January 2001 letter to President George W. Bush from Maryknoll signed by Ray Finch, MM, 
Helene O’Sullivan, MM and Gerry Lee (MMAF) called for a change in U.S. policy toward Colombia 
with the new administration. 
• We have written several NewsNotes articles about Colombia and have included information about 
Colombia in World Watch (Maryknoll magazine). We have sent a number of action alerts on Colombia 
to our email/fax alert list and posted proposed actions on Colombia to the Maryknoll web site. 
• We have written or cosigned letters to Venezuelan authorities protesting their deportation of 
Colombian refugees; letters to Colombian authorities calling on them to protect the lives of a number of 
people at risk; letters to members of the U.S. Congress and administration calling for a change in U.S. 
policy. 
• This month, Maryknoll lay missioners Mary Jo Commerford and Phil Brady will accompany a 
Colombian journalist on a visit to Washington and Maryknoll. He lived in exile in Barquisimeto, 
Venezuela and will speak to several groups about his experience in Colombia and Venezuela and will 
meet with Congressional representatives. 
• At the UN Human Rights Commission in Geneva we signed on to a statement on Colombia prepared 
by Franciscans International. 
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Toward a new U.S. policy  
In April 2001, over 100 Latin Americans -- former heads of state, cabinet ministers, legislators, 
prominent authors, intellectuals, and civic leaders -- called on President Bush to go back to the drawing 
board with his military-oriented support for Plan Colombia. In a letter, they charged that the U.S.-
backed anti-drug campaign is fueling a bloody war, poisoning food crops and the environment, and 
forcing tens of thousands of poor farmers off their land. We will be working toward a U.S. policy that: 
 
• supports the peace process politically and financially continues to implement the Leahy Law, which 
prohibits U.S. security assistance from going to Colombian security forces, armed forces, intelligence 
units or police forces implicated in human rights violations; 
• presses for concrete action against paramilitary groups; 
• promotes and supports the rule of law by helping to strengthen the Colombian judiciary and 
protecting its members from attack; 
• supports civil society, defending human rights advocates and other sectors of civil society striving to 
support the peace process, human rights, and the rule of law; 
• eliminates proposals contradictory to human rights and evaluates all programs in light of their impact 
on the local population; 
• reevaluates counternarcotics strategies for Colombia and other source countries; supports alternative 
development programs and infrastructure investment that reach and serve local communities; opens a 
broad, public, and rational discussion to evaluate the merits of other forms of dealing with the drug 
problem, including demand-side programs such as education and treatment in the United States. 
 
For additional information 
Two excellent, comprehensive webpages on Colombia provide links to a wide variety of resources: 
• http://www.colombiapolicy.org/ of the Latin America Working Group (LAWG), a coalition of over 
60 religious, human rights, policy, grassroots and development organizations, including the Maryknoll 
Office for Global Concerns. Since 1983, the coalition has been striving for U.S. policies that promote 
peace, justice and sustainable development in the region. 
• http://www.ciponline.org/ of the Center for International Policy, a nonprofit educational and 
research organization founded in 1975 to promote a U.S. foreign policy based on international 
cooperation, demilitarization and respect for basic human rights. 
• A third resource, Foreign Policy in Focus, May 2001 article “Colombia in Crisis” by Andrew 
Miller is available at http://foreignpolicy-infocus.org/briefs/vol6/v6n20colombia.html 
• A fourth resource documents Colombia’s connection to the SOA: http://www.soaw.org/ 
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