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Despite the great potential to achieve long-term peace  
throughout Colombia, without a well-funded whole-of-
government approach focused on social recovery of 
territory, these e!orts run the risk of not living up to their 
promise and that of the 2016 peace accord.
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Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Western 
Hemisphere A!airs, US Department of Defense

I was first exposed to the whole-of-government approach to secur-
ing long-term peace in Colombia, formerly called “consolidation” or 
“integrated action”—and more recently known as “stabilization”—

during a 2008 trip to Cartagena with Admiral James Stavridis, former com-
mander of US Southern Command. It has continued to shape my thinking, 
including during my time as deputy assistant secretary of defense for West-
ern Hemisphere A.airs (2013-2016). 

The logic behind stabilization is simple and makes sense, but the 
approach requires tremendous resources and political will. Although the 
armed forces are critical to the physical recovery of territory, they cannot 
guarantee lasting peace. After the military secures an area, civilian agencies 
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must follow through with basic services like building and sta!ng schools 
and hospitals, improving infrastructure, stimulating economic develop-
ment, and enhancing the rule of law. As Colombia seeks to implement the 
2016 peace accord, the complete execution of this strategy is more urgent 
than ever. 

As a former US Department of Defense o!cial, I can say with certainty 
that no matter how capable the armed forces are, Colombia will not be able 
to leave the cycle of violence behind without the robust presence of non-mil-
itary agencies in remote areas. Although the Colombian government has 
tasked soldiers with leading development e.orts in much of the country, 
militarization is not the solution. It will take the sustained action of civil-
ian ministries to prove that renewed state presence in rural areas is benefi-
cial and permanent. 

Decades of state absence in rural regions has become one of Colombia’s 
most significant modern-day challenges. Civil rule quickly eroded in the 
1960s after guerrilla groups like the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colom-
bia (FARC) took up arms against the Colombian government and established 
operations in remote areas. Rural Colombian residents were forced to aban-
don their land, while those who remained faced widespread violence and 
injustice. Over the next decades, state absence in many rural areas created 
growing space for the illegal drug trade, exacerbated widespread violence, 
and led to a greater consolidation of guerrilla powers.

In the post-COVID-19 era, addressing historical governance, security, 
and state presence deficiencies is critical. Despite an initial reduction in 
violence after signing the peace accord, new forms of conflict-related vio-
lence have increased at alarming rates, particularly against social leaders 
and human rights defenders.1 Now is the time for Colombia to double down 
on the whole-of-government approach and for the United States to commit 
to supporting its partner. While observers point to Plan Colombia as a suc-
cess, we risk jeopardizing sustainable peace and stability in the region with-
out first acknowledging its gaps and our plans to fill them. We’ve seen the 
results of successful security cooperation, and there is no reason for stabili-
zation to fail if it is prioritized and properly funded. 
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A brief history of stabilization

Colombia and the United States have long recognized the critical role of 
non-military actors in long-term peace-building. In fact, the United 
States has supported Colombia’s whole-of-government approach 

since its inception, following the creation of the Centro de Coordinación 
de Acción Integral (CCAI) in 2007. The first CCAI conference I attended 
during my 2008 visit to Cartagena left me full of hope for Colombia’s future. 
Both the Colombian and US participants demonstrated a commitment to an 
interagency strategy. Given that President Juan Manuel Santos, then-De-
fense Minister, was one of CCAI’s leading advocates, I wasn’t too worried 
about the fact that the military outnumbered the civilian attendees. I was 
optimistic about increased civilian participation in the e.ort due to the 
active participation of President Álvaro Uribe and non-military agencies, 
including the Ministry of Agriculture and the US Agency for International 
Development (USAID), which suggested that stabilization would truly be an 
interagency endeavor, living up to the “integrated action” label. 

CCAI’s first foray into social recovery and integrated action was in the 
Macarena region, a coca production hotbed under FARC control that I vis-
ited during my first months as deputy assistant secretary of defense. I could 
see why Macarena had become a recipient of US assistance. The Colom-
bian Army Commander, who coordinated and led the visit, had reason to 
be proud. I found it remarkable that the armed forces had secured the area 
after it had been a FARC stronghold for decades without any real state pres-
ence. Unfortunately, a robust civilian surge did not follow the armed forces 
into the Macarena region. Soldiers, not civilians, were leading development 
projects and interacting with the local population. Today, fifteen years after 
the creation of CCAI and despite the government’s best intentions, work 
remains in pursuit of this critical mission. 

In the years since the creation of CCAI, the Colombian government intro-
duced the Territorially Focused Development Program (PDETs in Spanish) 
to implement the Comprehensive Rural Reform chapter under the 2016 
peace accord. PDETs cover 36 percent of Colombia’s territory and stand at 
the center of the government’s strategy for the comprehensive development 
of the 170 municipalities most a.ected by conflict, the absence or weakness 
of the state, and illicit activities. 
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The US government provides significant support to this approach, par-
ticularly though USAID. The agency’s Country Development Strategy for 
Colombia prioritizes PDET municipalities, estimating that approximately 
75 percent of aid will be directed to these areas through 2025.2 The PDETs 
have also attracted investment from US philanthropists and donors such as 
Howard Bu.ett. Still, they remain largely under-resourced. Further US-Co-
lombia cooperation to enhance transportation, healthcare, education, and 
economic development in PDETs will be critical for their success and ful-
filling the peace accords’ promise of ending Colombia’s cycles of violence. 

The way forward

Social recovery is possible. Although program names have changed, 
Colombia’s leadership continues to advocate for stabilization as the 
main strategy to mitigate violence, strengthen state presence, and 

consolidate peace. 
This whole-of-government approach should continue to inform US 

assistance to Colombia, which has increased 152 percent since 2016.3 More 
specifically, aid geared toward governance has more than doubled to $410 
million since the signing of the peace accord, with a greater focus on civil 
society, economic development, and peacebuilding than in-country narcot-
ics control and traditional security cooperation.4 However, the multidimen-
sional Venezuelan refugee crisis, coupled with the lingering socioeconomic 
e.ects caused by COVID-19, has left Colombia in a precarious fiscal situa-
tion. The country has been generous in accepting nearly two million Vene-
zuelan migrants, granting them access to employment, education, health-
care, and other social services, and o.ering a ten-year temporary protected 
status. Recommitting to support Colombia as it absorbs this population is 
more critical than ever.

Future US stabilization resources should build on more than two decades 
of strategic US-Colombia partnership for social recovery. The administra-
tion of President Barack Obama supported CCAI through its Colombia Stra-
tegic Development Initiative, and the Biden administration remains a key 
partner of the Colombian government and could do even more in imple-
menting the PDETs. For instance, PDET zones in Catatumbo that special-
ize in producing cacao, papaya, and palm oil, directly benefiting more than 
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20,000 agricultural families, would benefit from greater attention from the 
international donor community.5 

To inform future assistance, subsequent US administrations should look 
at the 2018 Framework for US Stabilization developed by the US Depart-
ment of State, US Department of Defense, and USAID.6 The United States 
could work with Colombia to scale up existing interagency initiatives such 
as the Misión para la Transformación del Campo (Mission to Transform the 
Countryside),7 designed to narrow gaps between urban and rural Colombia 
and accelerate rural development—a prerequisite to achieving lasting peace. 

Beyond agriculture, investments in health and education coverage, rural 
entrepreneurship programs, primary and tertiary roads, eco-tourism, and 
other development programs should be prioritized. These programs will 
require close interagency coordination, particularly among Colombia’s agri-
culture, education, transportation, commerce, health, and defense minis-
tries. 

In addition, the United States could o.er a wealth of experience and 
technical knowledge to non-military government agencies in Colombia. For 
example, the US Department of Agriculture could provide expertise in crop 
control, yield prediction, and pest control to Colombia’s Ministry of Agri-
culture to better use Colombia’s fertile lands, particularly in PDET regions. 
Such agency-to-agency knowledge-sharing could be an extra incentive for 
other Colombian agencies and civil society groups to establish a presence in 
rural regions. 

The US and Colombian private sectors can also play a critical role in sup-
porting rural regions. Companies can provide technical expertise to farm-
ers looking to sell their products in urban areas by teaching them best prac-
tices to transport their crops or how to better market their products to bigger 
stores. The existing US-Colombia Trade Promotion Agreement could also 
be leveraged to create a market in the United States for agricultural products 
produced in conflict-a.ected territories.

Despite the great potential that PDETs and similar stabilization pro-
grams have to achieve long-term peace in Colombia, without a greater com-
mitment from a diverse group of government agencies coupled with US and 
international support, these e.orts run the risk of not living up to their 
promise and that of the 2016 peace accord. Now is the time to ensure the 
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sustainability of interagency coordination models by opening the discus-
sion on their progress, benefits, and the needed adjustments to consolidate 
state presence and governance.
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