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The Plan for Seven New Bases:

The new agreement was finalized on October 30, 2009 and will allow the US military the use of 7 existing bases in Colombia. These Bases include 2 naval bases: Cartagena and Tolemaida, 3 air force bases: Malambo, Palanquero, and Apiay and 2 army bases: Larandia and Tolemaida. The plan was made public after President Obama denied it was being negotiated when documents to that effect were made public.

Many of these bases were investigated for violations of human rights and some were even scheduled to be closed because of violence against civilians.

The agreement provides the “opportunity for conducting full spectrum operations throughout South America” including threats from “anti-U.S. governments.”

The Colombian Context:

Colombia receives the most foreign aid from the US of any country in the western hemisphere. The only two non-combat zone countries that receive more aid are Israel and Egypt. 

US aid to Colombia falls under the program Plan Colombia (a.k.a. the “War on Drugs”) which was intended to decrease the flow of cocaine and heroin from Colombia into the US. It focuses on fumigation of poppy and coca fields, and provides aid to the Colombian military to fight “narcotrafficantes” and the rebel groups that they fund including the FARC Much of this aid is funneled to support para-militaries who are also funded by drug trafficking.

Plan Colombia is generally considered a failure. It is in it’s 11th year and was supposed to phase out after 5. There is now more Andean cocaine in the US than there was in 2008 and that cocaine is cheaper when prices are adjusted for inflation. US funding has allowed the Colombian military to gain control of parts of the country that had previously been under rebel control. This required an extreme amount of violence. Paramilitaries now control about 10 million acres of Colombia and roughly half of the most fertile land. More than 500 trade unionists have been executed since Uribe took office. In recent years 195 teachers have been assassinated, and not one arrest has been made for the killings. And the military stands accused of murdering more than 2,000 civilians and then dressing their bodies in guerrilla uniforms in order to prove progress against the FARC. (The Nation)

Since the U.S. began its “War on Drugs” in 2000, over 3 million Colombians have been displaced. U.S. military aid has been used to buy helicopters and weaponry, to fumigate coca plantations and to train Colombian soldiers. Fumigations, drug trafficking, assassinations, in addition to the ongoing violent conflict between guerrillas, paramilitaries, and the state army have all led to the displacement of Colombian civilians. Many of the displaced resettle in and around the ten largest cities in Colombia. The majority of displaced are women and children, and a disproportionate amount of the displaced are Colombia’s indigenous people and Afro-Colombians. Today, with 5 million displaced people, Colombia is second only to Sudan as the world’s largest internal displacement crisis. 

Changes in Latin America:

Grassroots movements have recently been able to decrease the US military presence in Latin America which the US military has claimed endangers their ability to perform necessary tasks in the continent. In September the US base in Manta, Ecuador was closed which was responsible for Pacific flights looking for drug shipments. Additionally, Paraguay rejected a plan to bring 500 US troops into their borders. The US military presence has also decreased or been eliminated from Panama and Puerto Rico.

Beyond the decreased US military presence there has also been a decrease in support for US policy and intervention in the region. The well publicized speeches of Hugo Chavez of Venezuela are only part of the story. Ecuador, Bolivia and Brazil all have governments who are more progressive and left-leaning then in the past and they have been openly critical of US power in the region. This shift resulted in the election of José Insulza as Secretary General of the Organization of American States (OAS). As a former minister to Salvador Allende of Chile Insulza was seen as the anti-US candidate (despite being educated at the University of Michigan).

US Justification for New Bases:

The main argument given for the expansion of the US military in Colombia is that there really is no expansion of bases. Documents state that this is not an expansion of power of the US military southern command, rather it is a formalization of the existing relationship.

There is also the claim that there needs to be a replacement for the surveillance capabilities lost by the closing of the base in Ecuador.

Additionally, the bases are intended to expand the US Military’s counter-narcotics operations in the region, assist Colombia with its counterinsurgency war, and combat other international crimes according to Colombia’s foreign minister.

The Problems of New Bases:

The base in Ecuador was responsible for patrolling the Pacific Ocean to keep drug shipments from getting to the US, but now the new bases are not placed so that they will be able to do that. Many of them are grouped together on the Caribbean coast where there are already bases and others are much closer to Venezuela than they are to the coast that needs patrolling.

The agreement contains diplomatic immunity for U.S. military and civilians so US forces will not be bound by Colombian law: In 2007 two U.S. soldiers carrying out a Plan Colombia mission in the small town of Melgar raped a 12-year-old girl, and have yet to be punished. This is the first time that U.S. soldiers and civilians have been granted official immunity

There will be virtually no financial oversight of the new bases. No longer does the relationship between the US and Colombia need to be renewed at the annual budget cycle the agreement commits the US to be there for at least 10 years. 

There is no environmental remediation plan for the damage that the US military presence will do. The US is famous for fumigating crops and villages in the attempt to target drug fields. The US has permission to operate like this throughout the country.

The agreement gives the U.S. too great latitude in how it can intervene in Colombia. Threats to US security are presented as everything from the war on drugs to terrorists to natural disasters to poverty.

The agreement does not prohibit US actions in other neighboring countries. This has led to a diplomatic crisis between Colombia and its neighbors. Venezuela has cut diplomatic ties and Ecuador has threatened increased military tensions. Brazil has also come out against the agreement as a threat to its sovereignty. 

One or more of these Bases could potentially become another School of the Americas further from U.S. congressional oversight. One of the provisions of the agreement is for an increase in training of regional militaries. Colombia already sends the most students to the SOA and is the most affected by its policies. The new military bases will only increase the human rights abuses that have resulted. 

Furthermore, the agreement does not limit the amount of US personnel that can work in Colombia. Congress has set a limit but is likely to change it. In the long run Congress could radically increase the current cap of 1400.

Conclusions:

The US/Colombian agreement to provide the US with the use of seven military bases in Colombia is a threat to Human Rights, the environment and security both for the Colombian people and neighboring populations. Colombia already has one of the largest internally displaced populations in the world. People have been subject to decades of Guerilla fighting, corrupt politics, para-military control of districts, the environmental and health impacts of fumigation and poverty. The increased US presence will only make this situation worse.

Beyond the human rights abuses in Colombia there is a potential for regional conflict. President Uribe of Colombia already sees the Venezuelan military as a threat. The Venezuelan state has been openly hostile to Colombia and Uribe accuses them of aiding the FARC rebels that fight in Colombia. Uribe also worries that Venezuela’s income from oil sales has strengthened their military. Now with increased military aid to Colombia both countries are increasing the armed presence on their borders creating a dangerous flash point.

US military aid to Colombia is also potentially damaging to democracy. Colombia has traditionally received low scores for democracy even from the right-leaning Freedom House think tank which ranks Colombia as “Partially Free” with only Cuba and Venezuela scoring lower in Latin America. Uribe has maintained his near-dictatorial hold on the country as a “hyper-president” partially as a result of his ability to manipulate U.S. aid. Uribe is currently trying to re-write the constitution so that he can run for another term as president.  Freedom House recently downgraded Colombia’s civil liberties rating in 2009 due to: “a rise in internal displacement and extrajudicial executions as well as a series of violent acts against protesters and protest organizers.” Increasing funding to the military and freeing US forces and civilians from prosecution can only increase these actions. 
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