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Introduction

The United States has had a long-standing policy of intervening in the affairs of other nations when the country has thought it within its best interests to do so.  Since the 1970’s the United States has tried to impose its will on other nations to combat the most pressing political enemy of the day often linking the war on drugs to the matter to stoke support both domestically and abroad.  In the times of the Cold War, this enemy was communism and the government tried to make the connection of the “Red Dope Menace” insinuating drug links with China, Castro’s Cuba, and the Sandinistas in Nicaragua.  However, as the world has evolved and communism’s prominence has waned, there is a new enemy whose existence has become intertwined with the drug war.  That enemy is terrorism.  The connection has gone so far that politicians and journalists have coined a new term to describe the link calling this new problem of our time “Narco-terror.” This paper will examine US efforts to control the drug trade and fight terrorism in Colombia, Peru, Afghanistan and the desired and often undesired consequences that have come about because of those efforts.

Colombia

Narcoterrorism has a long past in the history of Colombia, focusing mainly on the market development of one drug: cocaine.  Colombia, with its arid tropical climate and lush land, is an ideal place for the sowing and reaping of the coca plant whose extracts are synthesized into the powder cocaine drug.  As Colombian cocaine production skyrocketed in the 1970’s and 1980’s thanks to booming demand for the product in Americas, drug kingpins in Colombia began to wield immense power in the country.  Flush with the profits from the drug trade, these drug kingpins had the cash reserves to do whatever it is that they wanted free from the intervention of the impotent Colombian government.  These kingpins consolidated their operations into cartels that would control the entire supply chain of the drug trade to maximize logistical efficiency along with revenues and profits.  In the early 1980’s there were two major cartels in Colombia named for the cities that they were headquartered in.  The older cartel was the Cali cartel, an immense enterprise with subsidiaries in banking, real estate, and even an airline (Scott 94).  Competing with the Cali cartel for market share was the Medellin cartel led by a man who would become synonymous with Colombian narco-terrorism, Pablo Escobar.

The two cartels had vastly different styles with the Cali cartel preferring to view itself as more of a legitimate business with an executive structure that mirrors the organizational designs of many Fortune 500 companies complete with vice-presidents and divisions.  Indeed, Colombian police began referring to the Cali cartel as “Los Caballeros” or “the gentlemen,” giving rise to the great respect enjoyed by the cartel throughout Colombia.  Contrastingly, the Colombia police called employees of the Medellin “Los Hampones” or “the hoodlums” (Chepesiuk 23).  Indeed, the brash style of the Medellin cartel saw terror and violence as a means for controlling its stake in the cocaine trade.  The principal proponent of this methodology was Escobar himself, who even used terrorism to wage personal vendettas against politicians who had publicly offended him.  One such politician was Lara Bonilla, a Colombian justice minister.  Bonilla was a strong advocate of extraditing drug lords like Escobar to the United States for prosecution and had also successfully lobbied for Escobar’s expulsion from the New Liberal Party.  Not liking to have his political aspirations challenged, Escobar arranged for Bonilla’s assassination (Lee 124).  His need for assassins was so great that he even set up a special school to train squads of them called “sicarios” in the city of Medellin (“Colombia’s Crimson Night”).  Other acts of terror orchestrated by Escobar including paying members of the Colombian revolutionary group M-19 to attack the Palace of Justice in Bogota to coerce Supreme Court Justices into repealing extradition laws resulting in the deaths of 11 justices (Davids 4).  Escobar also was responsible for the bombing of an Avianca airliner killing 2 US citizens on board in 1989.  The CIA had continued to keep both Presidents Reagan and Bush updated on events in Colombia, but had mistakenly targeted the Cali cartel as a larger threat to security than the Medellin cartel.  However, as Escobar’s outlandish brand of terrorism escalated, this focus shifted and the US government increased pressure on the Colombian state to do something about Escobar and the Medellin cartel.  Ultimately, Escobar’s war of attrition with the Colombian government ended after the US aided a Colombian commando squad sent to kill Escobar with sophisticated spyware technology that pinpointed his location after a cell phone call to his son.  The man who had inspired the term “narco-terrorism” was gunned down as he attempted to flee his hideout.

Another Medellin trafficker who had been targeted as a narcoterrorist was Carlos Lehder, a self-professed Marxist and admirer of Che Guevara.  He was vehemently anti-American and was an ardent supporter of using cocaine as a way to destabilize American society and ultimately, the United States government.  The CIA had also been feeding information to Reagan that Lehder was supporting the revolutionary M-19 group to stage a socialist revolution in Colombia and conjuring up connections between Lehder and Fidel Castro (Scott 96).  With this link established, Reagan was even more vehemently set on using an anti-terrorist and now also anti-communist ideology to dismantle the Medellin drug cartel.  However, as the barons of the cartel were killed or imprisoned, the Cali cartel became more prominent and was able to establish a monopoly in the market in the void created in the early 1990’s.  

As the 1990’s progressed, the lines between guerillas and traffickers became more blurred as the FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia) became more actively involved in the drug industry, using profits to bolster its power and influence in the beleaguered nation.  The FARC is the leading revolutionary insurgency group in Colombia and has been fighting a nearly four decade long civil war with the government in hopes to establish a Communist, anti-West state.  Initially reports of the FARC’s collaborative involvement with the drug industry were overblown and a product of a paranoid United States government trying to establish a “FARC-narc” connection.  In the 1980’s, the Colombian police’s raids on multiple drug labs had only once yielded a FARC connection in the form of a used FARC uniform and an arsenal of weapons in one of the facilities.  This was enough for Reagan to believe that narcoterrorism in relation to the FARC was a real threat (Scott 97).  In fact, in the 1980’s the FARC had more of a hostile relationship with the drug kingpins and their holdings, often raiding facilities for weapons, planes, and money.  However, the establishment of the FARC as a real military narco-threat was necessary to continue pressing for military assistance in Colombia.

Interestingly enough, as the 1990’s saw the dismantlement of the major cartels into more loosely conjoined splinter groups, the FARC became a much more powerful force in the drug industry.  These new splinter groups actively employed the FARC to guard coca fields, laboratories, and secret airstrips.  In fact as the FARC’s power increased and it became the authority in a Switzerland-sized area of the southern Colombia, the group started imposing a tax on drug shipments moving through their territory.  More alarmingly, the FARC have moved actively into development of cocaine, supervising cultivation of coca fields and building processing and distribution operations in more remote areas of the country (Chepesiuk 203).  The power of the FARC is immense in Colombia as evidenced by an attempt in 1996 by the Colombian government to spray and fumigate FARC coca fields which resulted in attacks by FARC guerrillas on workers involved in the fumigation effort.  Today, the American State Department has deemed the FARC’s ability to merge drug and terror operations as a real threat calling the FARC, “the most dangerous international terrorist group based in the Western Hemisphere” (Hutchinson).  The State Department estimates that FARC revenues from cocaine production amount to $300 million a year, and that these revenues have gone to do damage against both the US-friendly Colombian government, Colombian civilians, and US citizens in the form of kidnappings and murder.  Indeed, 73 American citizens have been kidnapped in Colombia since 1990, an estimated 50 by narco-terrorists, and 12 have been murdered.

The United States response to the state of affairs in Colombia has largely been to throw money at the issue hoping the Colombians themselves if properly funded and armed can thwart the FARC and the drug cartels.  The United States approved $1.3 billion in funding in 2000 for Plan Colombia, a major Colombian effort to eradicate the nation’s narco-terror problem.  The majority of the money will be spent to bring parity between the Colombian military and the highly sophisticated forces of the FARC and the narco-traffickers.  The communications, transport, and aircraft equipment used by these illicit groups are years ahead of the technology employed the Colombian military.  Nearly $400 million of the money will be used to purchase 14 high-tech Blackhawk helicopters, 30 Huey helicopters, and 15 smaller helicopters in addition to providing funds for training of soldiers deployed already in the embattled southern regions of the country.  In addition, $130 million will be earmarked for the purchasing of Customs P-3 interdiction aircraft and radar systems to track smuggling and locate the drug peddlers as they move the product through Colombia and outside the nation.  Also, $25 million will be spent to assist refugees whose lives have been disrupted by the civil war and the counter-narcotics campaign waged by the government at the behest of the United States.  The State Department has placed the number of civilians forced from their homes between 275,000 and 347,000 due to violence in the nation (“Plan Colombia”).  This plan has already had some limited success in that in early 2002, the Department of Justice indicted three members of the 16th Front of the FARC, including their commander, Tomas Molina, on charges of conspiracy to transport cocaine and distribute it in the United States. It was the first time that members of a known terrorist organization have been indicted on drug trafficking charges (Hutchinson).  

However, the situation in Colombia still remains a perilous one and the connection between Colombian terror and homeland security remains unestablished despite the best efforts of the current Bush administration to directly equate the war on the drugs with the war on terror.  Regardless of that specific connection, the situation in Colombia warrants continued action on the part of the United States government, but this action must be to help the people of Colombia.  With only a miniscule amount of the budget of Plan Colombia approved for aiding refugees and the rest for waging war, there is reason to be concerned for Colombia’s future.   The state of the nation is best summed up by a man who has been first-hand witness to the horror that a nation ruled by drugs can bring.  Colombian High Court Justice Gomez Hurtado, a man with shrapnel in his leg from one of Pablo Escobar's bombs, has something to tell us about terrorism: "The income of the drug barons is greater than the American defense budget. With this financial power they can suborn the institutions of the State and, if the State resists... they can purchase the firepower to outgun it. We are threatened with a return to the Dark Ages" (Gray).

Peru

Colombia’s neighbor to the South, Peru, has also had to fight an increasing difficult battle against an insurgent Marxist revolutionary group in the form of Sendero Luminoso or the “Shining Path.”  The movement is marked by its highly intellectual infrastructure and close adherence to Communist ideologies of Karl Marx, Vladmir Lenin, and Mao Zedong.  Born from the Peruvian socialist movements of the 1970’s, the group’s leader is the legendary charismatic university professor Abimael Guzman, “the fourth sword of communism” (after Marx, Lenin, and Mao).  The followers of the insurgency are highly educated individuals within Peruvian society ensuring that the problem cannot be easily handled by sweeping through the lower classes. An estimated 30,000 people have been killed during Sendero’s more than two-decade-long conflict with Peru’s government (Taylor).  The reign of terror that the Sendero Luminoso has caused in Peru spans the spectrum of violence including car bombings, kidnappings, and assassination attempts.  The most outlandish of the attacks that Sendero Luminoso has conducted have come in the form of multiple embassy bombings.  In 1992 and 1993, the group set off car bombs and sprayed automatic weapons at the Chilean, Japanese, Chinese, and US embassies in Lima, injuring dozens and killing two Peruvian citizens (“Sendero Luminoso Attacks”).  Most recently, the group has claimed responsibility for another car bomb attack on the US embassy in June of 2002 that killed 10 and injured more than 30 civilians.  The attack occurred just three days before a visit to the Peruvian capital by President George W. Bush.

The most alarming aspect of the 2000 member strong group is its choke-hold on the Upper Huallaga Valley region of Peru.  Peru is the number two producer of cocaine behind Colombia and its Upper Huallage Valley region is the principal area where the coca is cultivated and processed.  Cocaine trafficking brings in about $7.5 billion annually in drug money to the nation of Peru and most of it flows back to this particular area.  The amount of money that flows into the region is that such domestic help workers in the Valley have higher salaries than those of teachers in Lima.  An interesting anecdote relates how a Japanese appliance franchise in a town in the region won the company’s annual sales competition.  When the executives came to inspect the store, they were surprised to learn that the manager did no advertising.  The region was so rich with drug money that people simply came and bought up entire stocks of electronic merchandise always paying in cash.  To handle this amount of money, many banks have established branches in the location despite its façade of agrarianism.  

In the region, the Sendero Luminoso has developed what can be characterized as a tense, symbiotic relationship with the narco-traffickers.  Sendero Luminoso’s presence in the region is most beneficial to the growers of the coca who can often be exploited by the narco-traffickers and killed indiscriminately for minor transgressions.  The group has developed a protection racket, keeping the farmers safe to grow the crops, and protecting them from undue punishment by the narco-traffickers.  In addition to protecting the growers from narco-traffickers, the group also helps the farmers deal with the coca-eradication programs of the Peruvian government.  The method that the Sendero Luminoso uses in this regard is indicative of the group’s terrorist nature.  They have assassinated officials trying to implement coca-eradication programs and also blown up police and army garrisons trying to enforce the programs (Tarazona-Sevillano 116).  Many times, undermanned government forces completely cede parts of the Valley region to the Sendero Luminoso’s authority, freeing the coca farmers to continue their enterprise.

The benefits that the narco-traffickers get from the relationship with the guerilla insurgency group is nuanced and requires more in-depth analysis.  Given Sendero Luminoso’s Marxist ideology, a natural enemy would be the capitalist drug dealers that are concerned only with profiteering.  However, Sendero Luminoso believes that since the cocaine is mainly being trafficked to the United States, then it is serving the higher power of weakening American imperialism by protecting the drug traffickers who feed their poison to the US.  The group’s aid to the traffickers comes in three forms: keeping discipline among the farmers, protection from government forces, and an overall objective of government destabilization.  In the Upper Huallaga Valley region, the group has closed bars and brothels and banished prostitutes to adhere to their Marxist, ideology, and also conveniently, this maintains a stronger work ethic among farmers who have fewer distractions.  This results in higher productivity growers, which leads to a more reliable supply chain for the traffickers increasing revenues and profits.  Sendero Luminoso’s protection racket for the traffickers deals with protecting the clandestine airstrips that are vital for continual supply of cocaine to the United States.  In this region alone, there are more than 100 airstrips that are used with little regard for the law due to the protection afforded to the traffickers by the insurgency group (Tarazona-Sevillano 119).  Finally, the group’s existence alone keeps the government more focused on the more pertinent national security threat of the insurgency group versus the threat posed by narco-traffickers.  For all these reasons, but mainly due to the protection scheme, the Sendero Luminoso receives a portion of illicit drug profits estimated to be in the tens of millions of dollars.  The group logically uses these proceeds to buy arms and supplies so as to continue its efforts to undermine the Peruvian government.  The disparity between the group’s funding and local government’s forces resources is such that the Valley region has basically become a state within Peru governed separately by the dual powers of the Sendero Luminoso and the narco-traffickers.

United States intervention in the Peruvian conflict has largely been in the form of limited aid, but perhaps in the future, the amount and nature of the assistance that the United States will give to Peru will change as the Sendero Luminoso’s grip of terror remains intact in Peru, especially in the drug-producing Upper Huallaga Valley region.

Afghanistan

Nowhere in the world has the connection between drugs and terrorism been more publicized than in Afghanistan.  Since the September 11 attacks on the United States, the Bush administration has actively been attempting to link drugs and terrorism using Afghanistan as a case study.  The country produced 70% of the world’s opium production, which is the primary ingredient used to synthesize the highly addictive injected drug heroin.  Under the oppressive Taliban regime, the government had a fairly strong hold on the industry and went so far as to institutionalize taxation of drug-trafficking issuing receipts for the funds that the regime received.  These funds helped prop the regime in place and allowed it to fight off its adversaries in the form of Northern Alliance.  The Northern Alliance is a loose band of tribes that has fought the Taliban for control of the country ever since the Soviet Union withdrew from its military campaign in 1989.  The two-faced nature of the Taliban was particularly evident as they collected taxes from narco-traffickers while at the same time issuing a fatwa, or religious decree, against poppy (seed whose extract is used for opium) cultivation in 2000 (AbuKhalil 56).  Some have speculated that this effort was to reduce opium production to bring down supply and drive up prices increasing profits for the Taliban themselves.  Others have maintained that this was a legitimate effort by the Taliban do away with the opium problem and that they were remarkably successful in Taliban controlled areas in eradicating poppy cultivation and opium production (Asad 55).  It is interesting to note that while the edict was a religious one, it was not the un-Islamicness of drug trafficking that brought about the change, but it was more likely a desire to change a negative world opinion of the regime and the nation.  

Nevertheless, the world’s view on the Taliban was forever blackened by the regime’s indifference in allowing Osama Bin Laden to remain in its borders to train and organize his terrorist Al Qaeda enterprise.  In addition, even after the attacks, the regime continued to deny that Bin Laden was involved in the September 11 attacks or that he was even a terrorist.  The Taliban wrongly believed that the United States would not take direct action against the regime and if they did, they would meet a fate similar to the ignominious Soviet defeat in the late 80’s.  This would be a costly miscalculation as Operation Enduring Freedom, the American strike against Afghanistan in the months following the September 11 attacks, routed the regime and drove its officials along with the Al Qaeda network deep into the outlying countryside of the mountainous barren nation.  The leader of the Taliban, Mullah Omar, and Al Qaeda’s leader, Bin Laden, still remain missing to this day though. 

Osama Bin Laden’s enterprise had been a deadly enemy of the United States for nearly 5 years before the attacks when in 1996, Bin Laden issued a fatwa against the country for its heretical placement of forces in Saudi Arabia, the country that houses the sacred cities of Mecca and Medina.  In that year, his group attacked a US military barracks in Saudi Arabia killing 19 servicemen.  In the following years, there would be embassy bombings in Africa along with an attack on the USS Cole in the waters off Yemen.  Then on September 11, 2001, Bin Laden’s greatest work of terrorism was brought to bear on the United States, killing over 3,000 people.  His orchestrating of such a highly intricate plot as hijacking multiple planes and having them fly into multiple targets in an extremely tight time window is a testament to the organizational strength he had built within Al Qaeda.  Bin Laden’s ability to wage strikes of this complexity was undoubtedly bolstered by the camps that he maintained in Afghanistan.  Bin Laden’s camps allowed him to maintain a trained army of between 2,000 and 5,000 operatives.   He was able to plan and train for these terrorist attacks with outright impunity and had no one to answer to.  For their hospitality, Bin Laden provided the Taliban with an estimated $100 million in direct cash payments (Lansford 150).  

However, the question remains whether Bin Laden’s organization benefited directly from the opium trade, or mainly was an indirect beneficiary of the Taliban’s generosity which itself had some indirect drug money ties.  The Drug Enforcement Agency maintains that Osama Bin Laden himself has funded heroin-trafficking operations and financially benefited from that illicit enterprise.  Despite these long-standing suspicions of the DEA that Al Qaeda is involved in heroin trafficking, hard evidence linking bin Laden and his network directly to the drug business is very hard to come by. In late 2003, the U.S. Navy seized several small boats in the Persian Gulf carrying heroin and hashish along with alleged Al Qaeda operatives. This occurrence was perhaps the first firm indication of a link between the Al Qaeda terrorist network and drug trafficking. However, the boats and their cargo only proved something that investigators already believed which was that Al Qaeda was employing the routes used by drug smugglers to move its own operatives. In fact, US military officials believe many Al Qaeda fighters escaped from Afghanistan into Iran and Pakistan traveling on routes traditionally utilized by narco-traffickers. There have also been reports that Al Qaeda operatives in Peshawar, Pakistan, have been taking delivery of about 4,400 pounds of processed heroin every two months, which would net the organization $36 million over a year at current street values in Pakistan. Some in the State Department have speculated that Al Qaeda’s presence in Pakistan is as a direct participant in narco-trafficking, moving the processed product from Afghanistan to the country to market and sell it (Sly).  This contention remains controversial and there is no concrete evidence available to affirm that Al Qaeda is directly profiting from narco-trafficking.  

Conclusion

The war on terror and the war on the drugs are not one and the same as President George W. Bush’s administration contends they are.  By their very nature, the enterprises live in very different worlds.  Terrorism is meant to shock civilians into fear through brutal public attacks on daily living.  Narco-trafficking is a shadowy business, preferring to stay cloaked behind whatever veils they can find, whether its hiding in the jungles of Latin America, the difficult terrain of Afghanistan, or the façade of dummy corporations.  While it is evident that groups in Latin America are retaining funds from narco-traffickers to expand their operations and continue to wage their insurgency campaigns against governments, these groups are not drug-runners and to label them as such would be to misgauge the situation.  The FARC in Colombia will not be stopped using interdiction aircraft, nor will crop eradication stop the efforts of the Sendero Luminoso in Peru.  What is most troubling is the Bush administration’s use of Afghanistan as the most salient example of the overlap between drugs and terror, when the drug case against Al Qaeda is the most dubious of those mentioned thus far.  So what should be the United States foreign policy moving forward given these situations?  It is a difficult question, but what remains first to be done is a fully forthright examination of the effectiveness of the plans that are currently in place.  Plan Colombia is not working in eradicating cocaine production or the FARC from that country.  Any amount of aid given to Peru to help them stop the Sendero Luminoso pails in comparison to the amount of money that the drug-runners and that group are amassing from their illicit trade.  With the Taliban removed from power in Afghanistan, poppy cultivation has returned to all time highs as the lawless state seeks to find itself amidst the destruction of Operation Enduring Freedom.  Some have stated that the only way to constrict the pipeline of drug money possibly funneling into these and other terrorist groups is to legalize the products in America, the number one illicit drug customer in the world.  This legalization would bring prices down and induce domestic production efforts that could be regulated and taxed, shrinking the profit potential of international drug dealers.  It would be naïve to state, however, that the United States could win the war on terror by simply choosing to lose the war on drugs.  Terrorism will remain a problem indefinitely as long as dissidents and insurgents find it a useful method to wage social change, but perhaps they will have fewer weapons to do so if the funding dries up in the wake of drug legalization.
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