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S ONE OF THE LONGEST-STANDING democracies and the first con-

stitutional government in South America, Colombia has remained

a steadfast ally of the United States, committed to democracy, the
rule of law, and free enterprise. Our shared values and vision for the future
have only strengthened the bonds of our two-hundred-year diplomatic
relations and friendship. However, as in any relationship, challenges have
arisen, such as Colombia’s armed conflict, narcotics trafficking, and the pro-
duction of illicit substances like cocaine.

Serving in President George W. Bush’s administration as under secretary
of state for global affairs, I worked closely with Colombian officials, includ-
ing President Alvaro Uribe and Vice President Francisco Santos, on a wide
range of issues dominant in the Washington-Bogota relationship. As the
State Department’s lead in assisting countries to build more democratic,
secure, stable, and just societies, I found it imperative to engage Colombia.

In his first presidential inaugural address, Bush said, “Our demo-
cratic faith is more than the creed of our country, it is the inborn hope of

our humanity, an ideal we carry but do not own, a trust we bear and pass
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along.” As we celebrate the bicentennial of our extraordinary bond, let us
continue working together on four key areas: security cooperation, count-
er-narcotics strategies, rule of law initiatives, and environmental stew-
ardship. Advancement and progress in these critical domains can solidify
Colombia’s democratic foundation and provide a valuable model for other

countries.

Security cooperation
S-Colombia security cooperation is deep and significant. Colombia
was the only Latin American country to participate in the Korean War
asamilitary ally of the United States. It was also the only South Amer-
ican nation to support the US-led Iraq war of 2003. Colombia also sent sol-
diers to Afghanistan to assist the International Security Assistance Force in
its fight against the Taliban.

During President Ivan Duque’s March 2022 visit to Washington DC,
President Joseph R. Biden announced his intention to designate Colom-
bia a “Major non-NATO Ally.” This would provide a long-term framework
for our security and defense cooperation. It would also reinforce our solid
bilateral defense relationship by helping support aligned defense planning,
procurement, and training. Advantages of Major non-NATO Ally status
include eligibility for collaboration on the development of defense technolo-
gies, access to the US defense industry, special access to military equipment
financing, and joint military exchanges, exercises, and training.

The US-Colombia Strategic Alliance Act of 2022, a new legislative ini-
tiative advanced by Senate Foreign Relations Committee Chairman Robert
Menendez, seeks to codify into law Colombia’s status as a “Major non-NATO
Ally.3 It also lays out a forward-leaning agenda for US-Colombia relations
focused on expanding engagement on economic growth, international secu-
rity, refugees, human rights, the rule of law, and migration. The Chairman
asserted that it will “set out a bold new chapter in US-Colombia relations.”

Investments aimed at increased security and defense cooperation should
remain strong and sustained. The US-Colombia Defense Bilateral Work-
ing Group, established in 1999, is a useful forum to discuss strategic-level
defense issues and chart future cooperative actions protecting the commu-

nity of democracies.
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Counter-narcotics efforts
nitially conceived in 1999, with bipartisan support, Plan Colombia tar-
geted drug cartels, sought to eradicate coca cultivation, bolster law
enforcement, and end the armed conflict. The Bush administration
expanded it to support “eradication, interdiction and alternative develop-
ment of coca fields,” and assistance to rural areas.> These strict measures
were essential to counter the negative impact of drug trafficking on Colom-
bia’s democracy and the rule of law.

Uribe was a tough counter-narcotics partner and enforced strong poli-
cies, including aerial eradication efforts on coca plantations. Bush cooper-
ated with Uribe and advanced his tripartite strategy of “waging a global war
on terror, supporting democracy, and reducing the flow of illicit drugs into
the United States.”

At the State Department, [ had oversight of the Bureau of International
Narcotics and Law Enforcement (INL). I frequently traveled to Colombia to
see firsthand its eradication attempts and law enforcement efforts, which
had a real impact. In fact, a few years later, we urged Colombian officials to
share their successful counter-narcotics strategies and experiences with
Afghan officials.

Under the leadership of Duque, Colombia has remained a regional leader
in counter-narcotic efforts but must do more to eradicate coca cultivation.
The State Department’s INL Bureau’s 2022 International Narcotics Con-
trol Strategy Report describes how at least 95 percent of the cocaine sam-
ples seized in the United States in 2020 subjected to laboratory analysis
were of Colombian origin.® Coca cultivation in Colombia remains at “record”
levels in 2022, as cited by the White House Office of Drug Policy Control.”
It brings Colombian farmers less than $1 billion in revenue per year while
the United States and Colombia spend billions of taxpayer money in drug
control efforts.

In August 2020, the US-Colombia Growth Initiative (USGI), a bilateral
strategy, was unveiled, focusing on drug eradication and sustainable invest-
ment in rural Colombia.® The program is built on traditional drug interdic-
tion, security, and assistance with a private sector-led sustainable economic
growth model and alternative development programs. It addresses the
urgent need to stem the cultivation and flow of illicit drugs into the United

States. Creative and innovative partnerships like the USGI are needed to
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succeed against this longstanding challenge. We must work jointly to ensure
that Colombia’s democratic institutions and the rule of law are not weakened

by narcotics trafficking.

Democracy and the rule of law

ecades of corruption and lawlessness by drug cartels and illegal armed

groups have severely harmed Colombia’s democracy. Until Novem-

ber 2021, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia was on the
State Department’s list of designated Foreign Terrorist Organizations. The
National Liberation Army remains on the list. These groups are responsi-
ble for decades of misery and violence that embroiled the country, took a
massive human toll, and generated an economic downturn. Over the years,
however, our governments have shared a strong interest in collaborating
and fostering change by fighting corruption and lawlessness. We know that
effective and sustainable democracy requires the rule of law.

At the State Department, I worked with Roy Godson, a Georgetown
University professor emeritus. Along with a team at the National Strat-
egy Information Center, he advanced the Culture of Lawfulness Project in
Colombia, including in Medellin. This initiative used public and private
funding and the participation of school systems and civil society leaders
to improve public knowledge and attitudes about the rule of law. The goal
of lawfulness education is to reach the next generation of students and,
through them, their parents and communities. As I noted in a 2004 speech,
“a culture of lawfulness changes the dynamics of law enforcement—and
builds the rule of law—by marginalizing lawless behavior.” I added, “a
culture of lawfulness makes two major contributions to society: it fun-
damentally changes the dynamics of law enforcement, and it empowers
individuals.” Through this creative citizen-oriented initiative, there were
improvements in civic consciousness and a decline in crime and violence.
Colombian law enforcement efforts against the drug cartels also contrib-
uted to reducing crime.

During this period, I also worked closely with Vice President Francisco
Santos on human rights, meeting regularly to discuss cases and abuses and
provide solutions. Our collaborative efforts were direct, transparent, and

constructive. In turn, concrete steps were taken to investigate, prosecute,
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and punish those officials and others who committed human rights viola-
tions.

To protect human rights and human dignity, Colombia must further
strengthen those mechanisms to safeguard the rule of law and human rights
and enforce security. Forward-looking initiatives, like the Culture of Law-
fulness Project, focused on educating the next generation on the impor-
tance of the rule of law, are paramount in fostering a more peaceful, vibrant

Colombia.

Environmental stewardship
ne of the most innovative initiatives enacted by Congress in 1998
was the Tropical Forest Conservation Act, which has enabled eligible
developing countries to reduce their debts to the United States and
undertake action to protect their tropical forests.

In 2004, the United States, Colombia, and three environmental non-gov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs)—Conservation International, The Nature
Conservancy, and the World Wildlife Fund—signed agreements to reduce
Colombia’s debt to the United States by more than $10 million. In return,
Colombia promised to use those funds toward conservation efforts in several
important tropical forest areas, including Tropical Andes, the Llanos region
in the Orinoco Basin, and the Caribbean. The program became known as the
Debt-for-Nature agreement. Colombia became the fifth country in Latin
America to benefit from this program; the others were Belize, El Salva-
dor, Panama, and Peru.” It created a permanent endowment for preserv-
ing Colombia’s tropical forests while advancing its economy. Since sign-
ing these agreements, communities have safeguarded more than 700,000
hectares of forest, reduced deforestation by more than 15,000 hectares of
mega-diverse forest, and protected more than 70 species, according to the
US embassy in Bogota.*

This creative program should continue and expand with sustained
US funding. It has had multiple positive impacts in Colombia, including
protecting and conserving tropical forest areas and enhancing local civic
involvement and community action to support the environment and eco-
nomic growth. New NGOs have been created and will further strengthen

Colombia’s civil society.
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Moving forward

e have learned a great deal from our challenges and experiences.
As we look forward to our next bicentennial, we must continue
to bolster US-Colombia ties. Through our security cooperation,
counter-narcotics efforts, promotion of civil society, and environmental ini-
tiatives, we are collaborating to support a strong foundation for democracy
and the rule of law to flourish in Colombia. As Simén Bolivar once said, “A
people that loves freedom will in the end be free.” This is the very spirit
that pervades Colombia.
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