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Abstract:

The second Trump administration has placed great emphasis on Ibero-America and the
fight against drug trafficking, even speculating about the possibility of intervention and
motivating the imposition of tariffs.
The United States has positioned the problem beyond its borders, as a security and
supply issue. The so-called "war on drugs" launched in the countries of the region
attempts to respond to a problem of public safety and health that has reached pandemic
proportions, linked to the institutional fragility of the States in the region. However, the

word "war" is not an adequate term, since it implicates the most vulnerable sector of
society as part of a civil conflict. On the other hand, the decisiveness of the States'

approach to this issue is a sign of their growing strength.

Key words:

Ibero-America, drug trafficking, Mexico, Brazil, Colombia, Peru, Chile, "war on drugs",
Security, Public health.

How to cite this document:

AZNAR FERNANDEZ-MONTESINOS, Federico. Ibero-America; Governance and Organised
Crime. IEEE Analysis Paper 31/2025. |IEEE web link and/or bie link3 (consulted day/month/year).

*NOTE: The ideas contained in the Analysis Papers are the responsibility of the authors and do not

necessarily reflect the views of the IEEE or the Ministry of Defence.

leee.es

Instituto Espafiol de Estudios Estratégicos Analysis Paper 31/2025 1


mailto:ieee2@oc.mde.es
http://www.ieee.es/

iee

Instituto E

| di

Federico Aznar Ferndndez-Montesinos

e es Ibero-America. Governance and organised crime
|
I

Chomsky once wondered whether Hurricane Mitch, which struck Nicaragua in 1998, had
a class bias given its impact on the poorest. His conclusion was that there was neither
bias nor divine curse, but that the disaster was the result of a confluence of very specific
and interrelated social, economic and environmental factors, just as security and

development are deeply intertwined and cannot exist independently.

The same explanation can be applied to crime which, upon exceeding a certain threshold,
also becomes a threat to national security, like any other public health issue. This dual
nature serves to underline the different approaches to a political and therefore
multifaceted problem. The simplistic dichotomy that categorises people as either good or
bad, just or unjust, or focuses on a single dimension of the issue, is not useful. We are
not speaking solely of law, criminality, or ethics; we are speaking of politics, but also of a

particular social group.

Indeed, the Weberian definition of the State includes as its main and indisputable attribute
the monopoly of legitimate violence. Tolerance crime trivialises it and undermines the
power of the State, damaging its credibility. As Carl Schmitt put it, "protego ergo obligo
is the cogito ergo sum of States". Yet, on the other hand, fighting it unsuccessfully is a

worse option than not fighting it at all.

Large-scale criminality is a polemological factor. Organisations such as the "Arkan Tigers"
or the "White Eagles of Selsej" that operated during the wars in the former Yugoslavia
were led by ex-criminals and members of violent urban groups. In the Algerian war of
independence, the leader Yacef Saadi had enrolled, according to his own words, the city's
underworld! . And many Islamist terrorists were previously imprisoned for common
crimes; in fact, deradicalisation workshops and prevention measures have been

developed in prisons as part of Spanish and European anti-terrorism strategies.

Conversely, involving the military in combating organised crime in peacetime legitimises
the existence of such crime, at the cost of redefining the military’s role and prioritising a
security-based rather than a public health-based approach to the problem. Moreover, the
prevailing notion of war in public discourse is inherently linked to the armed forces and

frames the issue in symmetrically violent and unrestrained terms, when the purpose of

1 PIZARRO PIZARRO, José A. La guerra de Indochina punto de inflexion de la historia militar contemporanea.
Doctoral thesis, Complutense University, Faculty of Geography and History, 2007, p. 430.
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the military is to protect the entire population. This helps explain the spirals of violence

experienced in Mexico and Colombia.

In any case, States are called upon to make a restrictive use of violence, as it incorporates
a toll in terms of legitimacy and undermines their very essence. This is why the weakness
of the State is compounded by the fracture of the pact between State and society when it
acts in this way. Petro's bid for total peace is radically opposed to the model that was
previously attempted in Mexico and is in line with that of L6pez Obrador and Sheinbaum.

State, society and organised crime

Ibero-America is the region with the highest rate of inequality in the world, and in Central
America this reality is particularly accentuated, given that the decrease in poverty and

inequality has been slower than in the rest of the continent.

It is worth noting that during the COVID-19 pandemic, criminal organisations carried out
important assistance and support work for the population, stepping in for the State. The
maras or gangs in El Salvador helped to enforce national quarantine and social distancing
measures?. And all of this went hand in hand with business: Mexican narcotics traffickers
increased their drug trafficking, overcoming border closures and travel restrictions. As a

result, by the end of 2020, drug availability in many regions reached historic highs.3

In short, the relationship between institutional strength and organised crime is ambivalent.
State fragility is key to expansion of such dynamic phenomena as organised crime. Thus,
regions with high poverty rates and weak State structures are ideal for alternative
formulas for enrichment. Organised crime has the capacity to parasitise their structures,
undermining their legitimacy and perpetuating the situation. A symbiotic relationship is
thus established between poverty, illegal economies and the weakness of an eroded

State. In addition, violence is normalised and becomes an ordinary resource.

The social dimension of the issue is undeniable, both because it permeates the social
body and because it serves as a structural basis for far-reaching criminal operations.

Thus, maras or gangs are linked to organised crime, arms trafficking and drug

2 HERNANDEZ, Anabel. US report: the power of narcos grows during AMLO's government. Available at: https:
Note: All hyperlinks are active as of 21 April 2025.
3 lbid.
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trafficking®. The small-scale trafficking and offences carried out by these marginal groups
contribute to the trivialisation of crime and disregard for the law. This ends up affecting
the legitimacy of the State and its credibility.

The State reflects the fragility of the society that sustains it. Therefore, the State must be
strengthened in order to strengthen society. Organised crime, like a parasite, nests by
exploiting the State’s structures. Organised crime and institutional weakness are two
sides of the same coin. Companies, national and international financial institutions and
public officials are inevitably linked to these illicit organisations. However, although
corruption® works with the same mechanisms as drug trafficking, it is not presented as

part of organised crime.

Organised crime, violence, and corruption form a vicious cycle—they are natural
components of each other. Corruption is the link between politics and criminal
organisations. Organised crime can only survive by attaching itself to the State’s
structures, which it simultaneously weakens and delegitimises. Corruption, like rust,
hollows out the State and renders it ineffective. Furthermore, it creates imbalances that
allow its better-organised parts—such as the military—to assume a disproportionate role,
potentially leading to the militarisation of public life. The systematisation of corruption
creates a vicious circle that keeps the State in a position of structural weakness, leaving

it vulnerable.

Moreover, organised crime also presents itself in a way that appears distinct and separate
from the State, despite its links through corruption. Yet this corruption means that support
for organised crime can also stem from within State structures. In this way, the State ends
up both attacking and supporting organised crime simultaneously.

The result of such an arabesque is that the prosecution of corrupt activities is ineffective
unless the institutional foundations are reformed. In the case of Ibero-America, the

perception of corruption in State institutions is significantly high. And the armed forces

4 MEJIA MEDINA, Hernando. "Las Fuerzas Armadas de Honduras ante las amenazas del siglo XXI. Monograph of
the X Curso de Estado Mayor de las FAS. Working document of the ESFAS Strategy Department. 2009.

5 This part and all that refers to corruption in this work is fully developed and is based on the article, AZNAR
FERNANDEZ-MONTESINOS, Federico and PUIG SOLER, Sebastian. La corrupcion como factor geopolitico. IEEE
Analysis Paper 07/2023. chrome-
extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcalclefindmkaj/https://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs analisis/2023/DIEEEAQ7_2
023 FEDAZN_Corrupcion.pdf

leee.es

Instituto Espafiol de Estudios Estratégicos Analysis Paper 31/2025 4



iee

Instituto E

| di

Federico Aznar Ferndndez-Montesinos

e es Ibero-America. Governance and organised crime
|
I

are rated higher than the police, being the only institution with a territorial presence and,

not infrequently, the cornerstone of the political system.

Getting involved in this fight in peacetime contributes to legitimising its existence at the
cost of redefining its function; and the security rather than public health vision takes
precedence. Thus, focusing the fight against drugs on external supply—rather than
internal demand— favours a short-term, security-based response over one grounded in
public health, shifting the burden of a struggle that ultimately benefits North America onto
the shoulders of Central Americans. Moreover, both the phenomenon and the fight
against it undermine the political and economic independence of these countries® .
Therefore, the undoubtedly social and developmental aspects must be addressed

simultaneously.

Furthermore, believing that demand can be eradicated through the prohibition and
suppression of supply ignores basic economic principles and comes at a considerable
political cost, as it violates fundamental rights in the countries of origin without offering
anything in return. The logic of war, it should be noted, also enables social control by

establishing mechanisms for doing so.”

The State does not and cannot wage war on its society or a part of it. In fact, the "war on
drugs" can de facto lead to the criminalisation of the poorest and most vulnerable sectors
of society, who are the ones who, in practice, commit the crime. Therefore, its overuse in
already weak States further weakens them and adds to the equation the eventual
fracturing of the pact between the State and society. This already gave rise, during the
Cold War, to non-State armed groups financed by drug trafficking. These are the “narco-
guerrillas,” organisations that instrumentalise a peasant class that cannot find substitute

crops.

President Trump's claims of military operations in Mexico against drug traffickers also
belong to this logic of war. This would involve bombing or a "soft" and selective invasion
to wipe out the drug lords on Mexican territory, considering them to be an international

terrorist organisation.

6 CORTES, Ernesto. "Coémo comprender y abordar el crimen organizado en los estudios sobre el mercado ilicito de
drogas” in VV. AA. Repensando el trafico ilicito de drogas en Centroamérica: un enfoque desde las ciencias sociales.
FLACSO, October 2020.

7 lbid.
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The drug issue is of particular relevance to the United States. In 2022, no fewer than
109,680 people died from overdoses in the country, and around 107,500 in 2023—an
estimated total of one million since the year 2000. Nevertheless, there has been a
significant improvement: by September 2024, the number of annual deaths had

decreased to approximately 87,000, a 24% reduction.

According to a report by the National Center for Drug Abuse Statistics in 2020, 138.543
million Americans, or 50% of the population, have ever tried drugs; 59.277 million, or
21.4%, had tried illegal drugs or misused prescriptions in the past year; 11.7% (32 million)
had tried them in the past month. 2.9 million of marijuana, 2.9 million of prescription
painkillers, 2.2 million of amphetamines, 2.1 million of prescription stimulants, 957,000 of
heroin, 638,000 of cocaine and 319,000 of prescription sedatives, not infrequently switching

from prescribed medication to maintaining it with black market supplies.

Number of people in the US who used
selected illegal drugs in 2018

Methamphetamine 1.8 mi hcrl
Ecstasy 2.5 million, —

Heroin 0.80 million,
Crack 0.75 million.—g8

Cocaine 5.5 million__

Marijuana 43.4 million

Image. Number of people who tried a specific drug in 2018.
Source. National Center for Drug Abuse Statistic. https://drugabusestatistics.org

To understand the evolution of drug trafficking, one fact is of the utmost importance: the
attitude of the United States, which is its main market. Its shift towards prohibitionism in
both opiates and marijuana during the first decades of the 20th century is of the utmost
importance: by focusing the problem on supply, rather than consumption and preventive
policies, it transferred it to the producer countries, which underlies the emergence of
criminal organisations and has even generated an indigenous market that did not exist
before.
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Organised crime and globalisation

The concept of transnational crime was defined in Article 2 of the Palermo Convention as
"a structured group of three or more persons, existing over a period of time and acting in
concert with the aim of committing one or more serious crimes or offences established in
accordance with this Convention, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or
other material benefit". It is worth noting that a definition has been reached, something
that could not be done with the politically charged term “terrorism.”

This UN Convention is a novel tool that recognises the importance of the problem and
the need for cooperation. It was a response to the self-interested partitioning of space by
criminal organisations and the regional nature of the problems. It aims to establish a
common basis for dealing with certain crimes to combat them effectively and to establish
standardised mechanisms and procedures to improve -collaboration and mutual
assistance, as well as technical and structural capacities for police and judicial
cooperation.

Organised crime is not a problem exclusive to the weak States that suffer from it; these
are "captive States" that serve as a base of operations, under the cover of international
legality, for markets in the developed world® . To begin with, it harms neighbouring
countries by spreading instability beyond their borders, becoming a sanctuary for such
organisations and causing the problem to have regional or global roots and intermingle

with other conflicts.

This has even led to the "narcotisation"® of relations with the West by introducing the
problem into security agendas and affecting or conditioning such relations, for example,
and significantly, the policy of granting development aid. And it has even served as a
reason to argue for an increase in US tariffs on countries such as Mexico, China and
Canada. The result is a sort of "geopolitics of drug trafficking" with countries being
classified according to their attitude towards this process. Moreover, in practice, their

8 VV. AA. The age of globalisation: States under pressure. Fundacién FRIDE, 2008, p. 12.

9 RODRIGUEZ PINZON, Erika Maria. "Los cambios discursivos sobre el conflicto colombiano en la posguerra Fria:
su impacto en la actuacion de los actores locales”, in CAIRO CAROU, Heriberto and PASTOR VERDU, Jaime
(comp.) Geopoliticas, guerras y resistencias. Trama Editorial, Madrid, 2006, p. 72.
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independence is being modulated or conditioned by making the granting of aid or other
policies dependent on their attitude and sensitivity.

With globalisation, new spaces and quasi-symbiotic relations with smaller regional actors
gave rise to new organisations that merged with the old ones or absorbed their members,
extending the range of their operations. These organisations diversified their location and
activities by trying to take comparative advantage of the territories in which they were
installed, but also of the territorial and material fragmentation of their activity.

Thus, for example, the maras with the largest number of followers in Honduras are the
Mara 18 (MS18) and the Mara 13 (MS13 or Mara Salvatrucha); between them, in 2011,
they had around 36,000 membersi® . They spread throughout the United States, El
Salvador and Guatemala. Some Mexican cartels, for their part, have extended the scope
of their activity from the United States to Colombia. And Colombian cartels have done

the same by moving northwards or moving into the surrounding area.

In Brazil, groups such as the Primeiro Comando da Capital were attributed with 30,000
members in 2012. It has great power in Paraguay and Bolivia, is present in Colombia,
Peru, Uruguay, Venezuela and even appears to have shifted its activity to Europe! . In
Venezuela, the Tren de Aragua, is a gang-turned-criminal organisation with probably
more than 4,000 members in 2024 and spread across Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru,
Bolivia, Chile and the US.

On a global scale, there are other groups such as the Latin Kings, the Netas or the
Dominican Don't Play, which, though not as dangerous, nonetheless trivialise crime—
legitimising it through group power, embedding it into organisational culture, and
hindering social reintegration of their members.

In fact, globalisation has incorporated local organised crime into its logic by projecting it
according to global keys and causing local criminal groups to simultaneously broaden the
spectrum of their activities, interact with the black markets of the West and increase their

entity.

10 UN. Office on Drugs and Crime, Crime and Development in Central America 2007 Report "Caught at a
Crossroads”

11 SHULMEISTER, Gaston H. "La Vision de la Organizacion de los Estados Americanos (OAS) Sobre la Criminalidad
Organizada en el Hemisferio Occidental" in BARTOLOME, Mariano. Transnational organised crime workshop. La
vision de la Organizacion de los Estados Americanos (OAS) sobre la criminalidad organizada en el hemisferio
occidental. Inter-American Defense College, 2020.
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This is a dynamic phenomenon in the form of trafficking (drugs, prostitution, counterfeit
goods, weapons, resources, people...), which often occur simultaneously and affect many
regions around the world. In Mexico, they have expanded their activities to include illegal
fishing on the maritime border, which has caused serious damage to the ecosystem and

protected species. In Colombia, they reach into gold or hardwood mining.

Money laundering, along with corruption, tax evasion and tax fraud, is part of a shadow
economy that is difficult to quantify. It has reached global dimensions; already, in 2012, it
ranked among the world's top 20 economies with an annual volume of $870 billion per
year, equivalent to 1.5% of global GDP. Meanwhile, according to UN data from 2020, it
Is estimated that 10% of global GDP is cross-border financial assets, of which illicit money
laundering amounts to 1,370 billion euros—equivalent to the GDP of Spain—and 2.7% of

the world's wealth; the volume of bribes is estimated at 35 billion euros per year.

Following illicit money inexorably leads to power, financial centres and politics. And all
this in a globalised environment with flows in all directions. For example, much of the
precursor chemicals used to manufacture drugs in Mexico were shipped by some
companies from China; something similar is happening with fentanyl. To evade controls
in China, some laboratories have been transferred to India; from there, they were sent to
Mexico via Africa without COVID-19 having altered such flows?!? . And the countries of
the region, for their part, repeatedly complain that drug traffickers obtain weapons in the
United States.

Ultimately, we are dealing with a business and those who engage in it are companies,
illegal companies, but companies with their own business culture, violent, but a culture,
nonetheless. These are products sold on a market—an illegal one, but a market,
nonetheless. And that market is in the West, whose policies towards this phenomenon
largely shape the business strategies. In fact, illegal economies have been implicated in

many of the internal conflicts that followed the Cold War.

Thus, for example, the drug trafficking business model has been the same since its
origins. Its keys are: high profitability that justifies the risks; a criminal structure based on

family networks—where trust is paramount—and community ties, giving it deep roots in

12 HERNANDEZ, Anabel. "Informe de EE. UU.: crece el poder de narcos durante el gobierno de AMLO". Available at:
https://www.dw.com/es/informe-de-eeuu-crece-el-poder-de-narcos-durante-el-gobierno-de-amlo/a-56950410.
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the society from which it emerged, eventually becoming the economic backbone of certain
regions; and violence, used as a tool of corporate control, internal discipline, conflict

resolution, and in dealings with rival organisations.*?

The term “cartel” refers to a business model where entrepreneurs share resources—such
as routes—but manage their operations independently. Colombia has had four of the
world’s most powerful cartels: Medellin, Norte del Valle, de la Costa, and Cali. The main
ones—Medellin and Cali—pursued different alliance strategies. While the Medellin cartel
maintained ties with the army and created powerful paramilitary groups, the more

sophisticated Cali cartel worked with the police.

There are also criminal actors who operate as consultants or independent contractors,
providing specialised, unlinked services such as money laundering, cybercrime tools,
personal security, chemical precursors, arms trafficking, drug transport, kidnapping, and

even public relations and propaganda. 4

The result has been different cultural movements —gangs are also cultural movements—
among which the standout example being "narcoculture”. These are also endowed with
their own codes of conduct: dress, appearance, behaviour and even a religious sentiment
with its own characteristics. All of this is reflected—uwith a touch of glorification—in series
called "narco-novels" or in "narcoliterature”; and with their own music: the "narcocorridos".
This is no small matter, as it endows their actions with a legitimising romanticism and
reaffirms the culture of violence. This is converted into a dignified modus vivendi and a
legitimate and democratic way of social ascent that requires neither preparation, nor
studies, nor training. In fact, the clashes between organisations are more like those of the
warlords of the High Middle Ages than to those of criminal groups.

These groups operate in opposition to the State in a complex criminal ecosystem of
rivalries and (temporary) alliances with extra-regional criminal groups such as, at the time,
ETA, the Ndrangheta or the Chinese Triads'® . These are highly resilient and territorially
established organisations, which have successfully overcome the stress of the capture of

their leaders, and which use their significant operational capacities for very different

13 VALDES CASTELLANOS, Guillermo. Historia del narcotrafico en México. Editorial Aguilar.

14 SCHULMEISTER, Gaston H. "La Vision de la Organizacion de los Estados Americanos (OEA) Sobre la
Criminalidad Organizada en el hemisferio occidental” in BARTOLOME, Mariano

15 HERNANDEZ, Anabel. Op. cit.
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activities around the world, from their regional quasi-sanctuaries, and which, in addition,

have links with other criminal and terrorist groups.

Central America and organised crime

The publication of the so-called Panama Papers highlighted the importance of drug
trafficking in Central America. It is the main criminal economy and the financial engine of
organised crime on a regional scale. Criminality has a major impact on a continent that is
often described as a "zone of peace”, where inter-State disputes are channelled through
diplomacy, where there are no arms races and where military spending is lower than in

other parts of the world. 16

This is particularly true for Central America, a drug transit and storage zone, as
consumption indicators are relatively low in comparison with the rest of the continent. It
is worth noting the intertwined trajectory of drug trafficking and the region's political

history, for which it represents an opportunity.*’

We have already seen that war brings with it an increase in criminality. However, for
organised crime, violence is the last resort, since its public dimension is contrary to the
discretion it seeks. An armed conflict—particularly internal conflict—offers an ideal
scenario: violence that is not associated with its activities and serves as a cover-up, as
well as weakened States. As a result, crime in Central America today has the
characteristics of a pandemic. Vulnerable borders, weak State institutions and impunity
explain the growth of organised crime in the region. The region is a cocktail of drug

trafficking, arms (in 2007, there were an estimated 4.5 million small arms) and gangs.

They use the social environment to do so. The gangs act as a cohesive element for their
members, although they have a disintegrating effect on the community. Their territorial
dominance clashes head-on with normalisation. Organised crime, on the other hand, acts
in the opposite way to street gangs because it wants to avoid notoriety. But both feed off
each other and weaken the State-society binomial.!8

16 BARTOLOME, Mariano. Op. cit.

17 CORTES, Ernesto. "Cémo comprender y abordar el crimen organizado en los estudios sobre el mercado ilicito de
drogas", in VV. AA. Repensando el trafico ilicito de drogas en Centroamérica: un enfoque desde las ciencias
sociales. Op. cit.

18 MAYDEU-OLIVARES, Sergio. "La violencia, el talon de Aquiles de Centroamérica”, CIDOB 02/2016.
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In fact, in 2011, there were more than 900 maras with around 70,000 members in the
region. However, evidence suggests they were responsible for only a minimal part of the
violence: around 15% of homicides were related to the maras, the rest were mostly

related to organised crime and, in particular, drug trafficking.

Homicide rates in some countries in the region are close to those of a war. In the so-
called Northern Triangle—EI Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras—around 4.5% of the
world's homicides were recorded in 2017, despite having only around 0.4% of the world's
population. In this sub-region, and with a population equivalent to that of Spain—which
had 0.61 in 2022—the homicide rate is 24 per 100,000 inhabitants!® . Even so, the 2024
index of failed States ranked Guatemala 65th, Honduras 56th, Mexico 83rd and El
Salvador 85th.

The costs of this violence amount to 16% of GDP according to a 2020 IMF report.
Moreover, a 2012 World Bank report estimates that a 5% reduction in the murder rate
would result in a 1% improvement in regional GDP. And it has consequences of all kinds:
drug trafficking is responsible for 30%of the deforestation resulting from the conversion

of rich jungles into agricultural land.

But if violence is what characterises the Northern Triangle States, it is the countries of the
Southern Triangle—Nicaragua, Costa Rica and Panama—that seem to be most closely
linked to the activity that makes this phenomenon truly profitable, namely the legalisation
of capital through "money laundering"?® . Drug trafficking is not limited to criminal
organisations; to properly assess the phenomenon, it is also important to consider these
organisations in their relationship with other licit organisations and even with the State
apparatus. Through this process, not only is the economic reproduction of profits
achieved—increasing the social and economic trail of power within the purest financial
logic—but also hiding its finances in the legal economy, of which it also becomes the

driving force?! . "Private vices, public virtues".

The issue is not only economic; there are also cultural aspects. The fight against drug
addiction has led to a marked trend towards securitisation and even militarisation of the

region. In fact, the so-called “war on drugs” may have allowed or legitimised, in the name

19 1bid.
20 SCHULMEISTER, Gastdn H. Op. cit
21 bid.
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of security, the implementation of exceptional measures that contravene human rights. In
Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras, this has effectively meant the militarisation of
public security; the policies of President Bukele have gained global attention. Even Costa
Rica, a country known for not having a standing army, has developed a significant
militarised security force. All of this reinforces a simplistic narrative of “good versus evil”,
ignoring the complex reality of the phenomenon and sidestepping the discussion of its

structural causes, while criminalising the most disadvantaged sectors.
The example of Mexico??

Mexico, a country of contradictions, is a State of 1,972,550 km? and 126,014,024
inhabitants in 2020. It has a young population with an average age of 29 (25.3% under
15), 43.9% of whom (55.7 million people) live in poverty and 8.5 % (10.8 million) in
extreme poverty. In fact, 22.5 % (28.6 million people) suffer from food. It is the sixteenth
largest economy in the world and the second largest in Latin America, with a GDP in 2021
of 1,322.74 billion dollars.

Eighty-five percent of the country (except the Yucatan Peninsula and the eastern and
northwestern coastal plains) is made up of mountain ranges, plateaus and valleys. The
Sierra Madre Occidental and Sierra Madre Oriental run parallel to its two ocean coasts.
Between them lies a vast region of valleys, plateaus and high plateaus averaging 2,000

metres in altitude.

The booming North American drug market and its demand would find the precise supply
in and through Central America. Mexico, as part of Central America, has acted
simultaneously as a transit and production zone, given the accumulation of circumstances
that concur in the country: the difficulties of its geography and its constants, a weak State
and society that have become accustomed to violence, the relative acceptance of criminal

practice, inequality and lack of social justice, political structure and culture.

Its case serves as a basis for reflection. This is a lucrative business which, on the supply
side alone, involved approximately 175,000 people in Mexico by the end of 2022,

according to a DEA study—making it the country’s fifth-largest employer.The minimum

22 This part is heavily influenced by VALDES CASTELLANOS, Guillermo. Historia del narcotréafico en México.
Editorial Aguilar.
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estimated of the profits of these cartels stand at 6 billion dollars a year? . In fact, President
Manuel Lopez Obrador himself, who considered corruption to be the cause of the
problem, went so far as to describe his country as a narco-State when referring to events
such as the arrest of the former Secretary of Security until 2012. And even he himself and
his entourage have been accused by the US press of having links with the Sinaloa cartel,
perhaps for not giving drug trafficking the priority on his political agenda that they believe
it should be.

In short, the story is long and has been linked to the attitude of the United States as a
market, but also to policies aimed at combating the phenomenon, sometimes unilaterally.
Thus, Mexico is held responsible for the fight and repression of drug trafficking, even in
the situation of institutional weakness from which the country emerged in the early 1920s,

after the Revolution, which forced the adoption of a prohibitionist attitude in this regard.

The Second World War led to an increase in the production of Mexican opiates to satisfy
the US demand for morphine. The end of the war led to an excess on the black market,
to which marijuana was added after the 1950s, increasing its demand from 1967 onwards.
In 1969, President Nixon launched the war on drugs while successive US administrations
increased their intolerance of drug trafficking. This shifted the burden of the fight to

Mexico, just as it did with illegal immigration.

The result was the infiltration of drug trafficking into State structures and its progressive
parasitism—starting at the local level and spreading to the federal level, eventually
reaching politics. Global pacts emerged, sidelining society and undermining the
legitimacy of the entire system. Thus, the Narcos moved from the local to the State level,
and back again, mirroring the country’s institutional development.

The lack of a comprehensive global policy, along with the closure of supply markets such
as Turkey and the dismantling of heroin laboratories in France (inspiration for the film
French Connection), boosted the Mexican opiate market, to which marijuana, a product
then in growing demand, was added. And marijuana evolved into cocaine, which was

added to the existing distribution channels when the United States began to put pressure

23 MACDONNELL Patrick J. "How Many People Work for Mexican Cartels," Los Angeles Times. 23/9/2023.
. 1 1

droga mexicanos
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on Colombia. The Narcos then diverted the direct Caribbean routes to others that passed
through Mexico.

The infiltration of institutions deepened as criminal groups grew and the State lacked the
resources to resist. The “plata o plomo” (silver or lead) approach went beyond corruption
to induce a partial capture of the State—agents turned a blind eye or even led criminal
groups. This explains why Mexican “cartels”, unlike US mafias, are large and powerful
groups. They performed State functions in areas beyond government control, even acting

as law enforcement in regions where their power was unchallenged.

In this struggle, which led to the definitive consolidation of the large drug cartels, they
turned their particular interests into those of the societies in which they nested. As aresult,
they supplanted the role of the State, even supplanting the police in the prosecution of
other crimes in areas beyond their control. In this way, drug trafficking became both a

challenge and a problem of governance and national security.

From the 1980s onwards, as Valdés Castellanos points out, the institutional strengthening
of the Mexican State made this de facto situation unacceptable. This brought the seven
most powerful organisations—the Gulf, Sinaloa, Tijuana, Pacific, Zetas, Juarez, and La
Familia cartels, as well as the Arellano Félix and Joaquin Guzman cartels—into direct
confrontation with power. And, unable to sustain themselves at the central level, they
moved back to the periphery to capture local powers in regions where they had relative

superiority over the State.

From 2006 onwards, there was a decline in drug consumption in the North American
market, parallel to the advance of institutional development in Mexico, a country that was
regaining its periphery. This also altered the status quo at the local level, when criminal
organisations clashed with each other as the available market was reduced. It was in this
context that President Pefia Nieto launched the "war on drug trafficking", which required
the involvement of the armed forces for operational reasons and because they were less
infiltrated by drug trafficking than the federal and local police.

Naturally, due to the regional nature of the issue, it spread to the rest of Central America
via the Mérida Initiative signed in 2008. This international treaty, involving the United
States, Mexico, and Central American countries, aims to combat drug trafficking and

organised crime. As a result, the notion of “war” became dominant in public discourse.
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President Felipe Calderén, who followed, was effectively trapped within this logic
throughout his term.

Following the dialectic of confrontation, the cartels reacted by extending and diversifying
their business by incorporating extortion, kidnapping, fuel theft and immigrant trafficking.
And, even equipped with military weapons, they socialised violence, that is, they involved
the whole of society in their struggle, which until then had been on the margins. In
addition, they moved their operations to other countries such as Colombia, entering
competition with the organisations established there, which, symmetrically, had also

shifted their activities to Central America.

As a result, homicides rose from 2,819 in 2008 to 17,000 in 2011, although 85 per cent
of these were due to confrontation between the cartels themselves. 2019, the first year of
Lépez Obrador's presidency, in which he wanted to put an end to the "war on drugs"
policy and replace it with other ways of addressing social reasons, ended with 34,608
homicides and 1,012 murders of women. Some sources estimate that in 2019 and since
2006 there have been more than 275,000 homicides, with the level of impunity for such

crimes standing at 98%.

The problem was a growing number of drug cartels that challenged a State that did not
have effective institutions, especially in security and justice, to face a challenge that could
not be postponed. Mexican society could not wait another 20 years to achieve adequate

institutional development.

Lépez Obrador's presidency attempted to break with this logic of confrontation through a
change in political attitude that was synthesised in the expression "abrazos, no balazos"
(hugs, not bullets). To this was added the idea of "Mexico first", which emphasised US
rather than Mexican interest in the problem of drug trafficking. Nevertheless, he
advocated institutional reorganisation and the creation of a national guard. However, both

have experienced major difficulties and setbacks.

This has led to accusations in the US media that AMLO's government has been passive
in allowing the cartels to expand. The levels of violence were maintained, although
confirming a change in trend. In 2021, homicides fell to 33,308, only 3.6% less than the
previous year. The homicide rate per 100,000 inhabitants fell from 28 in 2021 to 25 in
2022. The turnaround was confirmed when they became 30,968 in 2022 and 30,523 in
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2023; and in the first 6 months of the Sheinbaum government they fell by 14 %. By
comparison, the rate in the United States was 7.8 per 100,000 inhabitants in 2021.

At the same time—and independently—US market preferences evolved. To marijuana
and opioids, cocaine was added from the 1990s onwards. But the emergence of
fentanyl—a drug with derivatives fifty times stronger than heroin—and other
methamphetamines—a synthetic stimulant—has altered the supply chain, the market,
and its logic. These are no longer crops to be guarded and harvested, but factories using
chemical precursors sourced from China and also India. These synthetic drugs are much

cheaper to produce than plant-based ones. They are not grown; they are manufactured.

According to the DEA, the drug trafficking landscape today is made up of some 150
cartels. The two largest are the Sinaloa cartel and the Jalisco Cartel—New Generation.

Both have almost 45,000 members in more than 100 countries.

The US accuses Mexico of producing fentanyl and Mexico denies it. And this at a time
when fentanyl seizures, both in powder and tablets, are at record levels. In the last two

years, seizures of fentanyl powder have almost doubled, and seizures of pills have tripled.

President Claudia Sheinbaum's plan, which is a continuation of Lopez Obrador's, is
articulated in four axes: attention to the causes; consolidation of the National Guard,
within the Secretariat of National Defence (Sedena); strengthening of the strategy and
investigation; coordination between the Security Cabinet and the States. The plan also
includes judicial reform aimed at democratising the selection of judicial authorities. While
this could increase public oversight of the judiciary, it also raises the risk of appointing

unqualified individuals and greater infiltration by organised crime.
The case of Colombia

The conflict in question has been successively mutating and altering the agendas of the
contenders and, with it, the balances. In fact, when the 2016 Peace Agreements were
signed, there was no longer a relationship between its causes and the reasons for its
perpetuation, only the dynamic: violence?* . We are faced with a culture that uses violence
almost as a matter of course. Thus, while in the last decade of the 20" century

agreements were signed with the guerrillas, a kind of paramilitarism developed. And after

24 BEN AMI, Shlomo. "Colombia: dilemmas of the transition from war to peace”, in VV. AA., Cuadernos de Estrategia
(El posconflicto colombiano: una perspectiva transversal), n.° 189. Instituto Espafiol de Estudios Estratégicos, 2018.
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the agreements with the FARC-EP, there has been a resurgence of criminal gangs

converted into warring actors; and this, together with an increase in cocaine production.

Its persistence can only be explained by Colombia’s political, social, and economic
structure: a weak State unable to control its territory; a portion of the population living on
the margins; and a lack of well-prepared elites?® . To understand its magnitude, it is worth
noting that between 1985 and 2018, 450,000 people were killed, 7.5 million displaced and
121,000 disappeared. 26

The Colombian conflict has structural reasons. The country has three times as much
territory as Central America and has a strong State in the main cities (Bogota, Medellin,
Cali), but this is diluted as it moves away from the developed urban centres, which
explains the prolongation of guerrilla processes in its territory. Even within these same
cities, the presence and quality of the service provided by the State implicitly responds to

a stratified social system.?’

The political logic underlying the war means that the solution, paradoxically, incorporates
a greater development of one of the parties: the State. This development, moreover, is
demanded by the adversary, even if he intends to transform it. The absence of the State
in large parts of Colombia facilitates its supplanting and explains the guerrilla and
organised crime?® . Turning the problem upside down offers the solution: infrastructure,

education and territorial integration. Peace and development reinforce one another.

However, civil wars typically last ten times longer than conventional wars?® . Moreover,
no war—least of all a civil war—ends solely with a signed agreement. With the
demobilisation of the FARC, all order vanished in some regions of a country that produces
70% of the world’s cocaine.®°

25 RODRIGUEZ PINZON, Erika Maria. Op. cit.

26 GONZALEZ MARTIN, Andrés. "La paz en Colombia es solo aparente”, in VV. AA., Cuadernos de Estrategia (E!
posconflicto colombiano: una perspectiva transversal), n.° 189. Instituto Espafiol de Estudios Estratégicos, 2018.

27 ARGUETA, Otto. "El narcotrafico es un asunto politico en Centroamérica” in. VV. AA. Repensando el trafico ilicito
de drogas en Centroamérica: un enfoque desde las ciencias sociales. Op. cit.

28 BEN AMI, Shlomo. Op. cit.

29 GONZALEZ MARTIN, Andrés. Op. cit.

30 PHELAN, Alexandra. "Engaging Insurgency: The Impact of the 2016 Colombian Peace Agreement on FARC's
Political Participation,” Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, vol. 42, n.°9. 2019, pp. 836-852. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2018.1432027
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The structural underpinnings of the Colombian problem
Geography, inequality and social justice

Colombia is a democracy with a population of 51.52 million in 2021, 87% of whom are
white or mestizo, 9% Afro-Colombian, and 4% indigenous. These population groups are
not evenly distributed across the country. For example, two departments along the Pacific
coast are home to 30% of Afro-Colombians and 18% of the country’s indigenous
population. These communities have traditionally borne the brunt of poverty and
inequality. Yet, paradoxically, Colombia is a wealthy country with abundant resources—

but this wealth is not a source of peace.

According to the World Bank's 2022 report, Colombia is the second most unequal country
in Latin America; the poorest 50% take 10% of the income, so that 27% of the population
lives below the poverty line, while richest 10% receive 55% of the earnings. Moreover,
the richest 10% of the population earns 11 times more than the poorest 10%. That is, it

would take eleven generations for a family to escape poverty.

A Colombian woman is 1.7 times more likely to be unemployed than a man; an Indian
receives two years less schooling than any other Colombian; and an Afro-Colombian is
twice as likely to live in a poor neighbourhood?! . And this, moreover, goes by department:
those on the Pacific coast are the ones with the worst social indicators and also the most
violent. There is a co-evolution of both parameters. Achieving peace requires
reintegrating guerrilla fighters—people who are accustomed to violence and who have

built their economies around criminal activities—into society, particularly in rural areas.

And the rural question in Colombia is no less important. More than 15 million people live
in the countryside. And Colombia is also considered the most unequal country in the
Americas in terms of access to land, and the second most unequal in the world. Issues
such as agrarian reform—which may affect 30% of the country's population—thus

underlie the conflict.

The country is occupied by the Amazon rainforest and crossed by the Andes, which
makes communications difficult. And these conditions extend to neighbouring countries.

This makes the borders not only artificial but also unstable; rivers alter their course

31 GONZALEZ MARTIN, Andrés. Op. cit.
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relatively frequently. Transport infrastructures (rail, road, river, maritime, etc.), despite
their improvement, are not in keeping with their geography. In fact, Colombia is 104th out
of 141 countries in the quality of land transport infrastructure. As a result, regions in the
west and southwest of Colombia have been under FARC control, using the jungle,

humidity and orography. 32

As a result, the country has large regional imbalances. The lack of investment in the
periphery not only makes these regions disconnected and reduces their levels of
development but also causes an area of weak State presence to connect with guerrilla
and criminal violence. It is a process of centrifugation of violence, of peripheralization,
that is, the distancing of armed groups that not only leave the city for the countryside but

also settle in semi-isolated and disconnected enclaves. 33

Violence

In the case of Colombia, the rate has not fallen from 24 cases per 100,000 inhabitants in
2014, standing at 27.2 in 2022, the second highest in the Americas and the highest since
2014. However, it was 77 in 2002, which is, nevertheless, the consolidation of a relevant
advance. But violence is very uneven by region. Colombia's history is a history marked

by violence that has become normalised and has become a resource for everything.

Thus, the second half of the 20th century saw the emergence of guerrilla movements
under the leadership of the Communist Party and with foreign aid from the USSR, which
contributed to these movements by strengthening their operations. More than twenty-five
groups appeared that used violence to defend their political proposals. Most of them
disappeared because of internal and mutual conflicts. And the threat of communist
guerrilla warfare in what the United States considered its strategic environment would
force first the establishment of a military dictatorship and then a pact between liberals and

conservatives.

In 1964, the FARC (the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia), organised by the

Communist Party, was consolidated. It was a movement belonging to the first wave of

32 | A REPUBLICA-COLPRENSA. "Infraestructura de transporte terrestre en Colombia sigue presentando retrasos",
El Pais. 8 September 2022. https://www.elpais.com.co/colombia/infraestructura-de-transporte-terrestre-en-sigue-
presentando-retrasos.html

33 |bid.
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insurgency in Latin America. On the other hand, Fidel Castro, after asserting his power
in Cuba, tried to export his revolution to the rest of the continent. Thus, in Colombia, left-
wing students organised the ELN (National Liberation Army), with Castro's support and
as an alternative to the Communist Party. In 1970, the April 19 Movement (M-19)

emerged following fraudulent elections, shifting from populism to more leftist positions.

In 1984, faced with uncertainty over President Betancur’'s peace plan and the State’s
military limitations, private security cooperatives known as "Convivir" were established—

so-called self-defence groups with legal backing.

These armed groups, originally linked directly or indirectly to the State and its local
agents, were formed or tolerated by the State, but outside its formal structure. They were
genuine armies, and as such, de facto endowed with a structure like that of regular forces.
They were intended to respond to the needs of counter-insurgency operations, but also
to support the public force in these operations and to develop a kind of "social cleansing"

process.3*

In 1997, nine self-defence groups joined together and founded the United Self-Defence
Forces of Colombia (AUC). By 1999, they had become an army that used violence to
impose itself, while recycling former cartel barons and increasing their connections with
them. After demobilisation in 2006, they became known as Clan del Golfo or
Autodefensas Gaitanistas de Colombia3® , a name they use to try to gain political
legitimacy. Thus, while the paramilitaries dominated the north of the country, the guerrillas

dominated the south.36

As part of President Uribe’s 2006 peace process, 36 AUC structures were demobilised,
including 31,671 members and 18,051 weapons. By 2019, the Gulf Clan had around
2,500 members in 276 municipalities. The governance void following the 2016 Peace

Agreements allowed them to expand into 26 additional municipalities . 3’

34 MINGUEZ CARRALERO, David. "Colombia after the peace agreement: the collapse of security. El Cauca y el valle
del Cauca", Escuela Superior de las Fuerzas Armadas, 2021. This work was tutored by Jerénimo Rios, an essential
author for understanding the Colombian problem.

35 |bid.

36 GATICA BORQUEZ, Jorge. "Peace for Colombia... peace for South America?" Panorama de Seguridad&Defensa
Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Estratégicos - ANEPE, August 2018.

37 MINGUEZ CARRALERO, David. Op. cit.
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To complete the picture of violence, it is essential to mention the gangs or criminal groups,
estimated in 2018 at more than 3,500. These are made up of common criminals or former
combatants who did not take advantage of the demobilisations or who returned to arms
after abandoning the peace process. They are organised and armed structures, with a
responsible command, which operate on a sustained basis over part or all of the territory,
but without a political ideology. For this reason, they were left out of the peace process to
be fought by the security forces® . As can be seen, the war brought an increase in
ordinary criminality to the country, as it offered an ideal scenario: violence not associated

with their activities, which served as a cover for them, and a weakened State.

Violence and drug trafficking

From the 1960s onwards, the burgeoning US drug market found the perfect supplier in
Colombia, given the accumulation of different circumstances in the country: the difficulties
of its geography, a weak State and society accustomed to the broad use of violence, the
relative acceptance of criminal practice, inequality and the lack of social justice, the

political structure and culture....

This is a lucrative business which, on the supply side alone, directly involves 74,000
families, more than 300,000 people, and a certain area planted with coffee or cocoa
produces more than if it is planted with rice, but much less than if it is dedicated to coca
leaf. A kilo of coca generates at least 6,667 times more income than a kilo of maize. This

has led to crop substitution and the abandonment of traditional agriculture.

In the mid-1970s, Pablo Escobar appeared (the 78-episode series on his life by Caracol
Television is very interesting), who revolutionised the business as leader of the Medellin
cartel, supplying 80% of the cocaine consumed in the US. Escobar's business vision led
him to supplant the State, which gave him great social support. He even declared war on
it personally, carrying out terrorist actions and large-scale attacks, after the State refused

to allow the Narco to pay its foreign debt in exchange for pardon.

On the other side was the Cali cartel, which, while also making heavy use of violence,
adopted a primarily entrepreneurial approach, developing legitimate businesses in
parallel. The death of Pablo Escobar in 1993 and the accusations against the leaders of

%8 |bid.
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the Cali cartel caused both organisations to dissolve into smaller, flexible and specialised
groups that acted autonomously (production, transport, distribution...), thus minimising
risks.

The FARC had already approached the Narco shortly after its creation, providing security
for the camps. However, with the fall of the Medellin cartel in the 1990s, they began to
control cocaine production as a source of financing, using formulas such as the
"grammage tax". After the Cold War in Colombia, the FARC entered the drug trade, using
its military capabilities to protect airstrips. But they soon realised that they could integrate
their efforts vertically, that is, in other logistical and productive areas until they reached
the entire chain®® . Thus, they became a new cartel responsible for shipping up to 60% of
the cocaine consumed in the United States. In addition, they increased their military
power with the profits obtained, intensifying the coca-guerrilla binomial. The United Self-
Defence Forces of Colombia (AUC) are considered the descendants of the Medellin

cartel.40

The ELN, for its part, was able to keep out of the drug trade until the 1990s, although with
the new century it was unable to overcome this logic: drug trafficking had such a decisive
impact on the paramilitary structure that in different regions these groups began a new
drift and, taking advantage of their military structures, became the armed wing of the drug
traffickers they came to replace. The boom in coca plantations led to a reconfiguration of
one of the problems that gave rise to the Colombian conflict: land ownership. Some
studies indicate that until the first half of the 1990s, half of Colombia's territory was owned

by coca growers.*!

This delegitimization of the guerrilla organisations' cause for operational reasons
(financing) also led to the neglect of their political-ideological objectives - already affected
by the implosion of the USSR - and the consequent military drift. And to the coca business
must be added illegal mining, particularly gold mining, either through direct exploitation
or through controlled companies. Organisations such as the Gaitanista Self-Defence

39 CROWTHER, Alex. "Transnational organised crime and cybercrime”, in BARTOLOME, Mariano. Transnational
organised crime workshop. La vision de la Organizacion de los Estados Americanos (OAS) sobre la criminalidad
organizada en el hemisferio occidental. Inter-American Defense College, 2020.

40 ARMENTEROS DIEGUEZ, Juan Carlos. "El narcotrafico en Colombia, Pert, Bolivia y Venezuela y su impacto
para Europa. Escuela Superior de las Fuerzas Armadas, 2021.

41 GATICA BORQUEZ, Jorge. Op. cit
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Forces of Colombia (or Gulf Clan), the Popular Liberation Army (EPL), the ELN and FARC

dissidents are involved.42

The continued rise in gold prices makes it difficult to eradicate illegal gold mining. In 2016,
Colombia produced 1.99 million troy ounces, of which only 13% came from formal mining.
There are areas where drug trafficking, illegal mining and timber trafficking coexist,
providing direct or indirect employment to a large part of the rural population. These
activities are so culturally rooted that the inhabitants of the territories involved prevent
their repression. Thus, if prosecution of one of these crimes is stepped up, workers are

transferred to the others in the hope that police pressure will diminish.3

This also expresses the dependence of the protagonists of violence on the "economic
network of the global underground economy"4# . Indeed, Munckler calls the protagonists
of this new form of violence "entrepreneurs of war"4®> , as they see it as a means to
generate income and ensure their survival, another facet of the "commercialisation of
violence"4% . The result, in the case of the FARC, was the military drift of a war in which

political objectives had been lost in parallel to the criminalisation of the guerrillas.

The scenario of violence could not have been more misguided. lIdeologically weakened
by the end of communism, but militarily rearmed through drug trafficking, the period
between 1996 and 2005 saw a mixture of fighting between State forces, left-wing
guerrillas, right-wing paramilitaries and organised crime, with drug and arms trafficking,

extortion and kidnapping converging. #

After the 2016 Agreements and the demobilisation of the FARC, demand regained its
strength and, in the face of the government's inability, cultivation increased. Smaller
criminal groups that are harder to combat filled the FARC's vacuum, causing coca
cultivation to grow to 204,000 hectares by 2022, according to the UNODC (United Nations

Office on Drugs and Crime), a figure that some put at 234,000 hectares*® . Moreover,

42 MINGUEZ CARRALERO, David. Op. cit.

43 |bid.

44 MAIR, Stefan. Die Globalisiererung privare Gewalt. SWP-Studie, Berlin, 2002, p. 24.
45 MUNCKLER, Herfreid. Viejas y nuevas guerras. Siglo XXI, Madrid, 2005, p. 1.

% |bid, p. 22.

47 GATICA BORQUEZ, Jorge. Op. cit

48 |bid.
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since the start of the talks in 2012, the increase in hectares has been steady: 48,189 in
2013, 69,320 in 2014, 96,084 in 2015 and 146,140 in 2016. 4°

The peace process had a disaggregating effect on the FARC. Although it fractured the
leadership of the organisation, flaws in the design of the demobilisation process led to a
loss of control over former combatants, allowing some of them—now known as
dissidents—not to demobilise, to continue engaging in illicit practices, or to return to them
after failing to reintegrate. This created opportunities for other established groups, such
as the ELN or paramilitary factions. As a result, there has been a moderate increase in

crime, measured by homicide rates.°

Meanwhile, during the second decade of the millennium, drug trafficking experienced
organisational changes due to the shift in the Colombian and Mexican conflict landscape.
New spaces gave rise to new organisations that merged with older ones, expanding their

range of activities.

These are globally connected, adaptable and atomised organisations, which exercise
their dominance without territorial or State aspirations, but rather in a business-like
manner. They also have large money laundering structures and avoid drawing attention
to themselves through violence. These organisations diversify their location and activities
by trying to take comparative advantage of the territories in which they are established,
but also of the territorial and material fragmentation of their activity. These corrupt
structures are "implemented by a legion of lawyers, accountants, bankers, intermediaries,
administrators and others">! . They are known as "invisibles" or "narco-ghosts", who only
control the routes and the relationship with the client. They seek their strict anonymity, to
be confused with businessmen—FARC dissidents have been identified—, to have very

small structures and to rely on intermediaries who subcontract services.>?

Colombia has undergone a "Mexicanisation" of violence, which does not directly threaten
the survival of the State but does weaken it and creates the objective conditions for a

recurrence of the situation. These criminal groups do not seek to take power or destroy

9 |bid.

50 ORTIZ MARINA, Roman. Cartels and gangs in the Caribbean Basin: common crime or anti-State threat? Research
Paper 01/2019. Spanish Institute for Strategic Studies.

51 RICKARDS, James. "Economics and Financial Attacks", Unrestricted Warfare Symposium Proceedings 2009. 24
March 2009.

52 ARMENTEROS DIEGUEZ, Juan Carlos. Op. cit.
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the State. In fact, they need it to function, requiring a certain political and legal order to
conduct their business. Therefore, trivialising the “Mexicanisation” of violence is also
mistaken and dangerous, as its effects can overflow institutional channels and lead to the

collapse of the political system—even if that is not the intention or aim of the drug trade.®

The protagonists of violence need partners in legal structures to insert themselves into
the global and legal economy. Criminality takes advantage of corruption to inject illegal
financial flows into the capital market, to commit and cover up crimes, and to influence
political and judicial structures, thereby infiltrating legal structures to establish and
consolidate its power. Corruption thus becomes the part of criminality that ensures the

interconnection between the illegal and the legal. %

Post-conflict and peace
The road to the 2016 Agreements

Colombia has seen around a dozen peace attempts. Sometimes due to guerrilla
fragmentation, and other times because of a seemingly imminent military victory, none
came to fruition. It was not until the 1990s that the guerrilla groups demobilised, including
M-19, a faction of the National Liberation Army (ELN), the Revolutionary Workers' Party
(PRT), the Manuel Quintin Lame Armed Movement and a faction of the Popular Liberation

Army (Ejército Popular de Liberacién).>

Under the Uribe administration, in 2005, the demobilisation of Colombia's paramilitary
groups began, the main one being the United Self-Defence Forces of Colombia (AUC).
This involved the demobilisation of thousands of combatants, the trial and conviction of
several of their leaders and the extradition of some to the US for drug trafficking. ¢

However, the paramilitary presence did not diminish in many areas. In fact, new armed
groups emerged, victims were not fully compensated, and the rights to truth and

guarantees of non-repetition were not enforced. Thus, 15% of those detained between

53 GONZALEZ MARTIN, Andrés. Op. cit.

54 GAYRAUD, Jean-Frangois. El G 9 de las Mafias en el Mundo. Urano, Barcelona, 2007, pp. 257 and ff.

55 BENAVIDES VANEGAS, Farid Samir and BORDA GUZMAN, Sandra. "Introduccion: el Acuerdo de Paz entre el
Gobierno colombiano y las FARC-EP", Revista CIDOB de Afers internacionals (La construccion de la paz: Colombia
como espejo internacional), n.° 121. July 2019.

% FERNANDEZ-MATOS, Carolina Dhayana and GONZALEZ-MARTINEZ, Nohemi, "La paz sin las mujeres No va! El
proceso de paz colombiano desde la perspectiva de género" Revista Cidob de Afers internacionals n® 121 "La
construccion de la paz: Colombia como espejo internacional”, July 2019.
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2006 and 2009 in operations against organised crime had participated in this
demobilisation process, so there was no significant improvement in the country's
security®’ . In the period 2009-2012, 772,000 people were displaced, and in 2012-2015,
775,000.

The 2016 Peace Agreements

The 2016 Agreements put an end to a double stalemate: on the one hand, that produced
by the central government's inability to obtain a complete victory, even if it had weakened
the FARC militarily; and on the other hand, the stalemate resulting from the FARC's ability
to prolong or perpetuate a conflict that had become a war of attrition and lacked the
slightest political sense. When they were signed, the FARC still had 7,000 members and

a presence in 242 municipalities.>®

The underlying socio-economic and structural grievances are openly confronted in these
agreements. In particular, the agreement affects the rural population, which makes up
30% of the total population. Within this group, it affects even more the most marginalised
groups of Colombian society, namely Afro-descendants and indigenous peoples, who are
traditionally under-represented. Such groups have been a significant segment of FARC

bases or live in areas that, due to their remoteness, have been controlled by the group.>®

However, a part of the FARC did not join the peace process and remained active; these
groups are called "dissidences" and there are about twenty of them. The dissidences also
include new fighters. They are therefore not simply heirs of the FARC, and political,
criminal or operational mutations of their structures are not uncommon® . The

Agreements thus led to the fracturing of the FARC.

To recap the overall situation, by 2019 FARC dissidents, grouped into 23 structures, had
expanded from 58 to 85 municipalities and had around 1,800 ex-guerrillas and around
300 new recruits. The Clan del Golfo had 2,500 members, was present in 276
municipalities and expanded to 26 more after the Agreements. The ELN, for its part,

expanded to some 35 more municipalities, reaching a total of 136 municipalities, for

57 GONZALEZ MARTIN, Andrés. Op. cit.
% MINGUEZ CARRALERO, David. Op. cit.
59 PHELAN, Alexandra. Op. cit.

8 MINGUEZ CARRALERO, David. Op. cit.
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whose control it had some 3,000 fighters 61 . Moreover, the ELN has continued to expand
its capabilities to the extent that by 2022 it had a significant operational capacity and
around 5,800 fighters.

The areas most affected are those most related to drug trafficking: the Pacific coast where
there is a civil war between armed groups, dissidents, guerrillas, criminal gangs and the
army and police (accounting 45% of the country's cocaine); the Bajo Cauca region of
Antioquia and the northeast of Antioquia; and the centre-south of Colombia, where FARC

dissidents have consolidated their position by controlling the illicit trafficking corridors .2

The FARC’s demobilisation left a power vacuum not filled by the State as expected. Other
armed groups—including Mexico’s Sinaloa and Jalisco New Generation cartels—moved
in. This pattern of armed actor convergence and absence of public force also occurred

during paramilitary demobilisation.

The reason lies in the business opportunities created by the power vacuum, which led to
criminal groups replacing the guerrillas in the pursuit of illicit businesses already
underway, facilitated by the support of some of the ex-guerrillas, now reconverted into
ordinary criminals. Moreover, members of Mexican cartels set up shop in the region to
ensure supply and logistical timing. Thus, the Agreement is faltering on the peripheries of
the country, which may even justify a slowdown in its implementation. In fact, the Duque
government has returned to the strategies of the "clear-hold-build" model in these areas.®?

Total peace

The arrival of Gustavo Petro to the presidency in 2022 meant that the political agenda of
President Santos would be taken up again and that attention would be paid to resolving
the structural factors of the conflict as well as its manifestation, violence, regardless of
the aims of those who practice it. This is a commitment to a UN concept: the culture of

peace® . For the latter, war and violence are a cultural activity, an attitude, and can

61 |bid.

62 GONZALEZ MARTIN, Andrés. Op. cit.

63 INTERNATIONAL CRISIS GROUP. Op. cit.

64 For more information on this concept, we recommend the book by ADAMS, David. Culture of Peace. A possible
utopia. Herder, 2015.
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therefore be redirected through education, an education for peace, as Rousseau already
pointed out.

Gustavo Petro came to power in the context of a significant increase in violence and, in
response to this, developed a plan that also addressed the underlying problems. His
proposals are in line with the 2016 Agreements and aimed at encouraging citizen
participation in peacebuilding, in order to legitimise it. He supports comprehensive rural
development—where conflicts are rooted—while addressing inequality in land access,

natural resources, and sustainable, inclusive policies.

However, it is not a straightforward process. Some 26 groups of varying capacities have
expressed their intention to join the initiative. The government announced a multilateral
ceasefire with ten of them, including the Estado Mayor Central, the Segunda Marquetalia
and the Clan del Golfo®® , although the possibility of reaching a peace agreement with the

criminal groups is still the subject of intense debate.

Moreover, the same is true of the Clan del Golfo as with the ELN. We are dealing with
regional military leaders, with their own armed forces and based in defined territories,
who have autonomy and can follow, or not, what their central leadership decides. Added
to this is the difficulty posed by the presence of Mexican drug trafficking groups. Thus, in
2005, the Self-Defence Forces carried out their own internal purge in order to be able to
negotiate. There had already been assassinations among the Gaitanista leaders with a

view to positioning the group for negotiation.

The difficulties of total peace

At this point, it is worth noting that in 2023, The Economist magazine already described
total peace as "total chaos" and considered it "unattainable”. And the truth is that the
results have been meagre. As a result, large-scale ground operations against criminal

gangs have recently been resumed, even involving the use of artillery.

Addressing problems such as a political transition process, transactional justice or

redesigning institutions does not allow for vagueness. For example, on 31 December

65 CAJIAO V., Andrés. "Petro y la estrategia de paz y seguridad: efectos y alertas”, Fundacion Ideas para la Paz. 22
August 2022. Available at: https://ideaspaz.org/publicaciones/investigaciones-analisis/2022-11/petro-y-el-cambio-en-
la-estrategia-de-paz-y-seguridad-efectos-y-alertas
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2022, the president announced a ceasefire with the ELN, the Gulf Clan, FARC dissidents
and the Pachenca. But on 3 January, the ELN Central Command denied it. Moreover, the
Clan del Golfo continued its criminal activities, and on 19 March, Petro suspended the
ceasefire with this group. And this at a time when no protocol had been signed, and no

verification mechanisms had been established. ©¢

While clashes with the police dropped by 79%, confrontations between armed groups
rose by 70% — they were trying to strengthen their territorial negotiating positions—in the
first three months of the so-called “ceasefire”. These groups have therefore been accused
of using the unilateral cessation of hostilities and reduced police pressure to expand and
consolidate their operations®’ . Concerns have also been raised about the security and
justice approach, particularly regarding accountability and victim protection.®® After all,
cooperation—and even loyalty—is being demanded from actors who are fundamentally
untrustworthy due to their criminal involvement. The actors involved have diverse and

often opposing interests.

Moreover, there is a pressing need to clearly differentiate and disaggregate political
transition processes towards peace—that is, those involving actors with political
ideologies, which have also faced setbacks—from others involving the submission to
justice of armed actors pursuing illicit profit. But this differentiation is far from clear.
Groups such as the Gulf Clan call themselves the Gaitanista Self-Defence Forces of

Colombia in an attempt to portray their criminal activities as politically motivated.

The problems faced in Colombia have global relevance. A country’s legal order is
fundamentally rooted in compliance with its Constitution and international treaties.
Granting extraordinary pardons to serious ordinary criminals could be seen as a violation
of both. States cannot simply disregard international commitments to combat organised
crime—whether at UN level (like the Palermo Convention), regional, bilateral or
multilateral—by encouraging undue impunity while neglecting justice and reparation for
victims. The precedent this would set is extremely significant.

8 NINO, Catalina. Op. cit.
57 |bid, ,
68 TENA CORTES, Hernan Augusto. Op. cit.
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Regionalisation and globalisation of organised crime

A good analogy for organised crime in all its forms is that of a large water-filled balloon—
when squeezed at one end, a bulge appears at the other. Any solution, therefore, requires
at least a regional-level diagnosis and response. And given that crime usually spans
multiple layers, the logic dictates the adoption of comprehensive, often highly complex

solutions.

In practice, this has meant the spread of drug trafficking to neighbouring countries. For
example, eradicating plantations in Colombia led to increased cultivation in Bolivia and
Peru. The violence stemming from the “war on drugs” since 2006 has also driven up crime
in Central America, especially in Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador— a phenomenon
known as the "cockroach effect"%® , mirrored in Colombia. Likewise, some Mexican cartels
have extended the scope of their activity from the United States to Colombia. Some
authors suggest that the Colombians have ceded the entrepreneurial leadership of the
drug business to the Mexicans. But the Colombian cartels did the same and moved

northwards.

The growth in cocaine production, combined with the atomisation of the Colombian
cartels, has led to their loss of power to either the Mexicans, who have established
themselves on Colombia's Pacific coast, or the Venezuelans. Certainly, the presence of
Aztec organised crime is not new. It has translated not only into the purchase of cocaine,
cultivation fields and laboratories, but also into the financing of armed groups. Its
penetration brought chaos to the Colombian market, making it impossible for the
Mexicans to guarantee shipments in the quantity, quality and time required by demand,
thus generating inefficiencies. At in any case, Mexican criminal structures have lost their
confidence in the transport capacity of their local partners and have preferred to organise

their own infrastructure to guarantee a reliable supply to the US. 7©

Similarly, Colombian groups producing cocaine near Venezuela act purely as suppliers
to already-established Venezuelan networks that manage the market. Colombian Narcos

6 RODRIGUEZ PINZON, Erika Maria. Op. cit., p. 72.
70 ORTIZ MARINA, Roman. Op. cit.
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thus find themselves restricted to national borders, serving as providers for distribution

networks in surrounding countries.’*

We are dealing with highly resilient organisations that use their operational capabilities
for very different activities around the world from their regional quasi-sanctuaries.
Moreover, they are linked to other criminal and terrorist groups. On the other hand, the
foreign policy of the countries in the region, making use of drug trafficking, is transformed
into an instrument of the State to secure or gain asymmetry vis-a-vis the actors that

challenge it internally, both militarily and politically. "

Similarly, military pressure — first through Plan Colombia and especially the Patriotic Plan
—pushed guerrilla forces to peripheral and border regions: Venezuela, Peru, and
Ecuador. These neighbouring countries repeatedly complained about the health impact
of Colombia’s chemical eradication strategies. Much of Colombia’s eastern and southern
borders are vague and porous, allowing free movement of all kinds of flows. This blurry
border character undermines both sovereignty and on-the-ground operations’ . In fact,
the signing of the 2016 Agreements is due to the prioritisation of Colombia's relations with
Venezuela and Ecuador, its neighbours most affected by the cross-border spillover of the

conflict.

The political and social crisis in Venezuela has further turned Colombia into a base of
operations for criminal groups—many of which have relocated there—as well as a
recipient of illicit flows and a springboard for drug shipments to markets 4 . Moreover,
Latin America is fractured in geopolitical terms by the so-called Barnett fault that affects
the Andean countries and includes them in the same space. It should not be forgotten
that supply comes from Latin America, but demand and markets are found in the United
States. Thus, the demand for drugs comes from the United States and, at the same time,

the repression of drug trafficking is driven by that country.

Let us remember that focusing the fight against drugs on supply, and not on domestic
demand, is to prioritise a short-term, security-based approach over a public health

approach. This also means ignoring the "intermestic" nature of the problem and shifting

™ bid.

2 PASTRANA BUELVAS, Eduardo and VALDIVIESO COLLAZOS, Andrés. Op. cit. "Colombia ante la Paz Total de
Gustavo Petro”, Fundacion Carolina. Working Paper 78/2003

73 BEN AMI, Shlomo. Op. cit.

74 ORTIZ MARINA, Roman. Op. cit.
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the burden of a fight for the benefit of North America onto the Central Americans’™ . It is
worth recalling that Colombian Presidents Pastrana and Lépez Michelsen demanded the

co-responsibility of consumer countries, as well as multilateral dialogue.”®

American public opinion is more accepting of policies that place the problems on the other
side of the border. But to be effective, such policies must be comprehensive, long-term
oriented, and do not allow for border criteria. Moreover, a closer examination of US
"narco-diplomacy" shows that the war on drugs has sometimes been used to justify other

policies not directly related to it, such as tariffs.

This integral or regional vision of Colombia's multifaceted problems is also present in the
country's regional policy, which has shrunk the space in which the guerrillas used to
operate. At some point, 60% of the coca on the North American market has been
produced by the FARC. In fact, the 2016 peace process was made possible by the

geostrategic change in the regional environment. 77

Shlomo Ben-Ami has even suggested that a solution for Colombia must involve a
Marshall Plan-scale initiative to elevate its international infrastructure to the required
standard. Such infrastructure is essential for national integration, productivity, and State
presence. Where the State is present, there are no guerrillas or gangs; where guerrillas

and gangs prevail, there is no development or prosperity.’®

Furthermore, Colombia has exported violence to its surroundings, whether linked to drug
trafficking or not. Drug lords, guerrillas, and the Armed Forces are all well-versed in it.
Consider that, regardless of the motives, the assassinations of the President of Haiti and

a presidential candidate in Ecuador were carried out by Colombians.

Nor is it a coincidence that Ecuador has become the most violent country in Latin America.
The homicide rate rose by around 800% between 2018 and 2023 — from 6 homicides to
44.5 per 100,000 inhabitants. However, in 2024 it dropped to 38.8% following the

declaration of an “internal armed conflict” and the deployment of the army; but criminal

75 CORTES, Ernesto. "Cémo comprender y abordar el crimen organizado en los estudios sobre el mercado ilicito de
drogas", in VV. AA. Rethinking illicit drug trafficking in Central America: a social science approach. FLACSO, October
2020.

76 PASTRANA BUELVAS, Eduardo and VALDIVIESO COLLAZOS, Andrés. Op. cit.

7 BEN AMI, Shlomo. Op. cit.

78 |bid.
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gangs retaliated—Clausewitz’s principle of reciprocal action—and began to regroup and
adapt, often freeing themselves from imprisoned leaders.

Two gangs stand out in the country: Los Choneros, who are mainly based in the centre
and south but also control the Amazonian east, and Los Lobos, which emerged from the
fragmentation of the former and now rival them for power. These two may rank among
the top five criminal organisations in Latin America. Alongside them are Tiguerones,
Lagartos, and Fatales. The rise of such gangs stems from Ecuador’s shift from a drug
transit country to one where drugs are stored, processed, and distributed. For this reason,
the United States has included Ecuador in its list of major trafficking and production

countries in the world.

From there, organised crime has spread to Peru, where it is linked to drug trafficking and
illegal gold mining, as well as the proliferation of kidnapping and extortion. With anti-crime
strategies failing, insecurity has become the main concern for Peruvians. Even so, the
homicide rate in 2024 is 6, up from 4.4 in 2023.

In Peru, gangs like Tren de Aragua have taken root, arriving with Venezuelan migration
around 2019; Pulpos de Trujillo, a native gang operating in the north; Ecuadorian
Tiguerones, known for car bomb attacks and links to Mexican groups such as the Jalisco
New Generation Cartel and the Sinaloa Cartel; and Brazil's Comando Vermelho, which
emerged in the 1970s prison system and settled in Peru around 2019.

From Peru, the spread has reached Chile, where foreign groups like Peru’s Pulpos,
Venezuela’s Tren de Aragua, and Colombia’s Espartanos have arrived. Combined with
the 2019 social unrest, the COVID-19 pandemic, and institutional crises in organisations
like the Carabineros, this has led to a 68% increase in kidnappings from 2021 to 2022,
and a 37% rise in extortions during the same period. The result has undermined social
cohesion—and that with a homicide rate of just 3 per 100,000 inhabitants, which has
climbed to 5.5% in 2024. However, the social impact has fuelled a narrative of insecurity
tied to Venezuelan migration and drug trafficking from Bolivia.

In fact, the phenomenon has reached Spain, evidenced by high-profile arrests of corrupt
police officers and contract killings, which point to a quiet but significant penetration.
Spain’s privileged position and shared language facilitate both contacts and infiltration,
making it one of the main gateways for narcotics into Europe. Thus, alongside ltaly, it is
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one of the countries where Colombian networks have formed alliances, even establishing

their own distribution networks.

Operating in Spain can yield a profit up to three times higher per kilo of coca than that
obtained by using Mexican intermediaries to resell it on the North American market. The
established networks offer the added advantage that the cocaine is not mixed with other
substances ("not cut"), as happens when it is incorporated into the flows of the Central
American corridor. In this case, this process is carried out once the drug is on European
territory, at a point closer to its final distribution, which increases the net profit margin. As
a result, Spain, Italy and the United Kingdom account for 73% of patients entering

cocaine-related treatment in Europe.

A 2018 UNODC report analysed drug trade between Colombia and Spain. Between 2010
and 2015, there were 2,619 drug seizures from Colombia. 80% were cocaine (up to 85
tons) and 17% marijuana (42 tons). Most of the cocaine went to Venezuela (52%),
followed by Spain (18%), Mexico (11%), the US (8%) and Puerto Rico (4%). Venezuela
appeared as the final destination for cocaine in 37% of seizures, and Spain in 36%.

Virtually all the marijuana (99.9%) was headed to Venezuela.’®

Conversely, the most frequent drug seizures in Spain in the same period were cocaine
and marijuana, which accounted for 60% (114 tons) and 35% (1,014 tons) of the total.
The countries of origin of the cocaine in these cases were Venezuela (22%, 25 tons),
Colombia (14%, 16 tons), Ghana (13%), Ecuador (12%, 1 ton) and the Dominican
Republic (6%, 7 tons). &

Conclusions

Large-scale crime is a polemological factor; its existence challenges the State by
preventing it from fulfilling its primary obligation—protecting its citizens—and is even an
indicator of its failed nature. Indeed, the Weberian definition of the State includes as its
main attribute the monopoly of legitimate violence. Its tolerance trivialises crime and

questions the power of the State.

7 RENGEL, Carmen. "Asi son las redes de narcotrafico entre Colombia y Espafia”, The Huffington Post. 28 July
2018. Available at: https://www.huffingtonpost.es/entry/asi-son-las-redes-de-narcotrafico-entre-colombia-y-
espana_es 5c¢8a80f4e4b0f489d2b37dla.html

80 |bid.
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Organised crime, and significantly drug trafficking, is deeply rooted in a region of fragile
States whose weaknesses it has complemented. Its weakness is the result of the political,
social and economic structure of societies with high levels of poverty and inequality,
sometimes with “clientelist” and “caudillista” political systems, supported by political
parties with ideological rhetoric but without an effective government programme. InSight
Crime predicted an approximate homicide rate of 20 per 100,000 inhabitants in 2023 for
the region, of which 50 per cent were associated with organised crime, compared to a
global rate of 24%.

Violence has become a routine tool and is so normalised that it reaches conflict levels in
the region. Ironically, this means it no longer conveys political messages — it neither
shocks nor stirs. The Cold War’s end stripped guerrillas of their ideological base, leading
them to a military drift tainted by drug trafficking and a loss of legitimacy. As a result,

there’s no ideology today that can lend even a veneer of legitimacy to violence.

Its wealth, the culture of violence, the vulnerability of borders, corruption, weak
institutions, disenchantment and impunity explain the growth of organised crime. It is
therefore imperative to address the social and developmental side of the problem, which
is at its root. The military stalemate, that is, the inability of States to achieve definitive
victory, makes it necessary to find a point of equilibrium. Solutions such as Bukele's in El
Salvador are not sustainable in the medium term, even if they bring quick relief.

Drug trafficking, which is the most significant form of organised crime in Latin America, is
not an ideological phenomenon; it has hierarchical structures that are as efficient as or
more efficient than the Armed Forces; it has permanence and continuity; it uses violence
as its main instrument; it has its own culture; and it is an illegal enterprise that penetrates

legal businesses.8!

Corruption is key for crime to thrive, as it allows the establishment of criminal groups
hanging on the structures of the State they parasitise; and it serves to link illegal activities
to the formal economy. Tackling it is not merely a policing matter but a political challenge

of regional or even continental scale. It is, fundamentally, a matter of human security.

81 ARGUETA, Otto. "El narcotréafico es un asunto politico en Centroamérica”, in VV. AA. Repensando el tréfico ilicito
de drogas en Centroamérica: un enfoque desde las ciencias sociales. FLACSO, op. cit.
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Over nearly 40 years, criminal organisations have been increasing their military,
economic and social power. In Mexico, this resulted in the infiltration of drug traffickers
into State structures, beginning with the more vulnerable local institutions and moving
upwards. They entered politics, forging opaque pacts that excluded society, at the cost of
systemic legitimacy. The narcos moved from local to State level—and back again—

mirroring the country’s institutional development. Colombia has followed a similar path.

In Brazil—with a homicide rate of 21.1 in 2024—the Comando Vermelho, with the
acronym "CV" and some 50,000 active members, is present in many favelas in Rio de
Janeiro, rivalling the Terceiro Comando Puro (TCP, Third Pure Command) and Amigos
da Amigos or ADA. It is disturbing to visit these favelas and see that they are openly
controlled by drug traffickers, while a vilified police force is located in the immediate
vicinity without being able to access and exercise its function. This is explained by the
dissemination of a discourse that links organised crime and police corruption, while the

police are accused of a broad and antisocial use of violence.

So many contradictions have germinated in figures such as the narco-evangelicals or
narco-pentecostals (the number of these Christians will surpass the number of Brazilian
Catholics by the end of the century), which bring together intellectually incompatible
terms but which point to the existence of a group culture (the TCP, known for its
evangelical radicalism, marks its stash with a Star of David) that acts as an element of
legitimisation and social control. This is in line with Santeria and the cult of Santa Muerte,

which is widespread among Central American drug traffickers.

These are consolidated countries, often rich in resources and diverse, but also with a
difficult geography that allows for the existence of enclaves, whose singularities are rarely
adequately considered to understand their dynamics. This has led to non-homogeneous
development and to the existence of relatively isolated areas from which the State is to
some extent absent. And this in the context of great social inequality. The result is
contradictions between centre and periphery or between the countryside and the city, in

addition to those of class and ethnicity.

In Colombia, the 2016 Peace Agreements, the result of a process that began in the 1980s,
and the return of some armed groups to political life made clear the lack of legitimacy of
the main opposing military actors, the FARC, by making their scant real support visible in
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the electoral processes. Thus, the Agreements served to delegitimise the violence, which

does not detract from the structural problems that explain it.

The alteration of the balance of power following the Agreements explains the increase in
violence in Colombia. Far from disappearing, violence has been transformed and its
objectives rearranged. As a result, illicit crops have increased, illegal mining has
expanded, timber trafficking has been consolidated, and extortion has become
increasingly frequent. The reason is that the power vacuums brought about by peace
have been filled by new actors, if not by the same ones in new clothes. Not surprisingly,
the supply it responds to is justified by markets that are well established and have
remained unchanged. Those who were already involved in crime, albeit for ideological

reasons, have no trouble staying in it.

With his plan, President Petro is simultaneously trying to solve two related but distinct
problems: violence and lack of development. Tackling them in this way requires an
exercise in political management. Mixing the agendas of development and peace is
extremely complex, as they belong to different levels and at different times. And it requires
both economic achievements and a deepening of democracy. Tangible and mediated

evidence is essential when seeking goals that seem distant.

Seen in this light, the peace process contributes to finding a way out of the problems
resulting from the lack of development and also to avoiding an even more violent social
drift. It is not so much a question of ending violence as of limiting and reducing it while
trying to transform the structural factors to which it responds. Moreover, the diverse and
dispersed nature of the conflict requires concrete regional agendas, with valid
interlocutors and actors, and for these to be matched at the national level. The territorial
approach is the key to the process. Peace, in the end, is made in practice, from the local
level, which does not imply that a congruent and comprehensive vision can be renounced.

The challenge may be excessive, which is why the results, in practice, are poor.

Once more, and now from a regional perspective, the problem is not so much the strength
of criminal organisations as the weakness of the State. In fact, both the phenomenon and

the fight against it undermine States’ political and economic independence.

To resolve this situation, States must be strengthened, recognising that the system’s

weakest link — marginalised groups and municipalities — determines its vulnerability.
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Comprehensive policies are needed to change cultural norms and support those driving
that change.

However, it is also necessary to find a way out of organised crime and the illegal
economies on which it is based. States cannot embark on any war against a part of their
own society: it goes against their very essence, nor can they allow private actors to run

wild.

Paradoxically, again, the solution to a conflict against the State requires more State, and
not only a greater presence of public force. This fulfils Tilly's admonition: "War makes the

State and the State makes war".

To conclude, Charles-Frangois-Bienvenu Myriel, the Bishop of Digne, is a minor character
from Victor Hugo’s genius whose act—qgiving silver candlesticks to the ex-convict Jean
Valjean, buying his soul for God—is the root of the inspiring tale of redemption and justice

at the heart of Les Misérables.

Federico Aznar Fernandez-Montesinos
IEEE Analyst
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