Universiteit

4 Leiden
The Netherlands

The reconfiguration of Colombia’s non-state armed groups after the
FARC demobilisation in 2017: Understanding Arauca’s Oligopoly of

Violence and its consequences for human security
Milani, Olivia A.C.

Citation

Milani, O. A. C. (2022). The reconfiguration of Colombia’s non-state armed groups after the
FARC demobilisation in 2017:: Understanding Arauca’s Oligopoly of Violence and its
consequences for human security.

Version: Not Applicable (or Unknown)

License to inclusion and publication of a Bachelor or Master thesis in
the Leiden University Student Repository

Downloaded from: https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3453161

License:

Note: To cite this publication please use the final published version (if applicable).


https://hdl.handle.net/1887/license:1
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/license:1
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3453161

The reconfiguration of Colombia’s non-state armed
groups after the FARC demobilisation in 2017:

Understanding Arauca’s Oligopoly of Violence and its

consequences for human security

- - e p -
AT, N

[0 R - . 5
/?Q‘M“ ,‘

b

-

Student name: Olivia A.C. Milani Foto: Razon Publica (2022)
Type of thesis: Master Thesis

Programme: International Relations GPE

Supervisor: Dr. Havar A.S. Solheim

Place and date: The Hague, 24th June 2022

Wordcount: 17503




Table of Contents

LiSt OF ADDIEVIALIONS .....eeiieiieiie ettt sttt re e e e beenee e
Ty [N o1 AT ] o OSSPSR 1
1. Chapter: Non-State Armed Groups, Oligopolies of Violence, and Human Security ......... 4
1.1, NON-State ArmMeEd GrOUDS. .......coiitiiiiiiiaiieieiest ettt sb bbbt 4
1.2. Failed States, Horizontal Orders and Oligopolies of Violence ........cccccooevveviviinnnene, 8
1.3.  Human Security, Personal Security and Non-State Armed Groups...........ccccceeveeene. 11
CONCIUSION......ctiiieee et bbb bbbt e et b bbbt r e e s e 13

2. Chapter: The development of Oligopolies of Violence in recent Colombia history (1948-

2.1. The emergence of Colombia’s the internal armed conflict and the role of

Narcotrafficking (1948-1990) .......ccoiiiiriiiiieieie e 14

2.2.  The consequences of spoiled peace negotiations and the consolidation of

Colombia’s guerrillas and paramilitaries (1990-2002) .........cccovverieiieiiienenie e 19

2.3. Military state-building and peace with the AUC and FARC under Uribe and Santos
(2002-2021) .ttt bttt ettt ettt e neane s 23

CONCIUSTON. ..ot e e e e et e e e e e e e e ettt e e e e e e e e e eeeeaeeeeaans 30

3. Chapter: The case of Arauca — Caught between militarization and non-state armed group

FIVAITIES ...t bbbt bbbt e et bbbttt e ne s 31
3.1. Zooming in: Background information and the Oligopoly of Violence before 2017.....31
3.2. The reconfiguration of the Oligopoly of Violence after the FARC demobilisation .....37
3.3. Non-state armed groups and the Colombian and Venezuelan military............c............ 40

3.4. The consequences for human security of the interplay of the new Oligopoly of

ViI0lenCe and MUTIEATIZALION ......oeeee e 43
CONCIUSTON <. 47
BIBIOGIaPNY: ..o 50

APPeNndiX L: LISt OF INTEIVIBWEES.......cvviiiieiie ettt 65



List of Abbreviations

ACCU

AUC

BACRIM

BVA

CINEP

CNAI

COALICO

DSP

ELN

EPL

ERPAC

F10-MV

FARC

FBL

FDL

FIP

FSFs

GAOr

GAOs

GDOs

INDEPAZ

M-19

Autodefensas Campesinas de Cérdoba y Uraba

Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia

Criminal bands (Spanish acronym)

Bloque Vencedores de Arauca

Centro de Investigacion y Educacion Popular

Corporacion Nuevo Arco Iris

Coalicion contra la Vinculacion de Nifios, Nifias y Jovenes al Conflicto
Armado en Colombia

Democratic Security policy

Ejército de Liberacion Nacional

Ejército Popular de Liberacién

Ejército Revolucionario Popular Antisubversivo de Colombia
Frente 10 — Martin Villa

Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia — Ejército del Pueblo
Fuerzas Bolivarianas de Liberacion

Frente Domingo Lain

Fundacién Ideas para la Paz

FARC successor fronts

Residual organized armed groups (Spanish acronym)
Organized armed groups (Spanish acronym)

Organized criminal groups (Spanish acronym)

Instituto de Estudios para el Desarrollo y la Paz

Movimiento 19 de abril



MAQL
MAS
NCA
NSAGs
OoV
PMSCs
PRT
PSOs

upP

Movimiento Armado Quintin Lame
Muerte a Secuestradores

National Constituent Assembly

Non-state armed groups

Oligopolies of Violence

Private military and security companies
Partido Revolucionario de los Trabajadores
Paramilitary successor organisations

Unidn Patridtica



Introduction

This thesis aims to analyse the reconfiguration of the constellations of Colombia’s non-state
armed groups (NSAGs) and the consequences it has on the human security of local
communities in the border region with Venezuela after the demobilisation of the Fuerzas
Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia — Ejército del Pueblo (FARC) in 2017. Besides the
well-known druglord Pablo Escobar and his Medellin cartel, it was one of the most important
Colombian NSAGs. It was the oldest and largest guerrilla group worldwide, engaging in an
armed conflict with the state for more than 50 years (NPR 2016). This internal armed conflict
contributed to the enduring presence of violence in the country’s history, which killed 220.000
people and led to the second-highest number of internally displaced people, surpassed only by
war-torn Syria (Idler 2019, 10). Historically, the Colombian state has particularly neglected its
rural and border areas making it possible for NSAGs to employ violence and replace the state
as a governance actor (Bulla and Guarin 2015). In addition, the presence of illicit economies,
such as drug trafficking and illegal mining, led to the emergence of organised crime groups
and has been providing the resources for NSAGs to sustain their struggle, prolonging the

conflict and violence over such a long time (Rettberg, Leiteritz, and Nasi 2014).

Nevertheless, the administration of President Juan Manuel Santos succeeded in negotiating
peace with the FARC in 2016, and the subsequent disarmament and demobilisation process of
the groups’ combatants was successfully finished in August 2017 (Yagoub 2017). The years
immediately after these processes, a reduction in violence took place nationwide, but it
exacerbated especially in areas previously dominated by the FARC (Cabezas Palacios, Rondon
Molina, and Gonzalez Perafan 2020). The lack of state presence remains a problem and
together with the demobilisation of the FARC led to power vacuums that were not filled by the
state. This induced a new phase in the country’s history of armed conflicts; the reconfiguration
of the constellation and relations between NSAGs, such as the Gulf Clan?, the Ejército de
Liberacion Nacional (ELN) and newly emerged FARC successor fronts (FSFs), took place in
territories the FARC had left behind. These remaining NSAGs are trying to establish territorial
and social control over these areas, their populations and licit and illicit economies. The state

is attacking the groups’ structures but is not able to consolidate its presence and hold the

! They became one of the most powerful groups with the widest presence that also expands to urban centres.
Besides being known as the Gulf Clan (Clan del Golfo), the group is also called Los Urabefios, Autodefensas
Gaitanistas de Colombia, or Clan Usuga.



monopoly of violence, perpetuating the conditions that have allowed the emergence and

permanence of violence (Garzon Vergara 2016).

The border zone with Venezuela is an extreme case of what Anette Idler (2019) calls complex
security landscapes. This is the result of three factors which are weak state governance, high
incentives for illicit economic activities and propensity for impunity. Furthermore, socio-
economic problems remain prevalent. Local populations lack access to basic public services
and the recent migration crisis in Venezuela creates additional pressures. The security
dynamics are extremely complex due to the presence of a myriad of NSAGs that operate in the
border region, also across Venezuelan territory and are in constant interaction (Idler 2019).
Their presence and resulting constellations between those groups vary considerably along the
2.219 km long border. The FARC had not established a significant presence in all border
departments. According to Andrés Cajiao,? its presence along the border had been most
significant in the departments Vichada, Norte de Santander and Arauca. Each one of them
presents its reconfiguration of actors with its consequences for local communities. Due to the
scope of this thesis the department Arauca which borders the Venezuelan department Apure

was selected as the case study of the investigation.

To analyse the reconfiguration of NSAGs in Arauca, the concept of Oligopolies of Violence
(OoV) by Dr Andreas Mehler (2003; 2004) will be used to analyse the situation since the FARC
demobilization in 2017 until now. Mehler (2003; 2004) developed the concept to capture the
possible dynamics that occur when various security providers or violence actors are present in
a territory. Depending on the relation between the NSAGs themselves and the public state
forces that form part of it, OoV produce different levels of violence, which affect the human
security of local communities. Consequently, this thesis explores two closely related research

questions:

1. How did Arauca’s Oligopoly of Violence between the present non-state armed

groups and the state military reconfigure since the FARC demobilization in 2017?

2. What consequences for human security have resulted from the Oligopoly of
Violence in Arauca since 2017?

2 Interviewed together with Paula Andrea Tobo Caviedes, online via Zoom 7% of April 2022, investigator at the
Fundacion Ideas para la Paz (FIP)



The methodological approach of this thesis is actor-oriented. This means that considerate
attention is paid to individuals or social actors. Naturally, their actions are affected by external
or institutional factors, however, they still possess agency and play a central role in altering
social relations. Social actors are not just passively receiving intervention but they are actively
participating, processing information and interacting strategically with external institutions and
personnel (Long 1990). Mehler’s concept of Oligopolies of Violence fits well into this
approach. Through the concept, the central social actors of interest are NSAGs and the state’s
public forces which both act as security providers but also employ violence to establish social

and territorial control.

Different data collection strategies were employed. First, secondary literature and book
chapters on the three main theoretical concepts were reviewed on their own and combined into
the thesis’ theoretical framework guiding the research and analysis. Fieldwork in the border
region could not conducted for this research project as conflict-affected areas pose considerable
security obstacles for the researcher. Consequently, qualitative data was collected in six semi-
structured interviews online, mostly in Spanish. The remoteness of the border region made it
difficult to contact locals in Arauca. That is why the interviewees selected belong to
organisations based in Bogota and Medellin. They are all experts in the analysis of the
dynamics of the armed conflict, organised crime and their consequences for the local
communities in Colombia. More details can be found in Appendix 1. The information acquired
in the interviews is mostly used in the analysis and is supplemented with reports and documents
from the organisations above as well as other documents from think tanks, newspapers and the

government agency Defensoria del Pueblo.

Besides this introduction, this thesis consists of three main chapters and a conclusion. Chapter
1 presents the theoretical concepts and debates around non-state armed actors, Oligopolies of
Violence and human security. Chapter 2 provides a historical contextualization on the national
level from 1948-to 2021, divided into three periods and structured around the three analytical
concepts. Lastly, chapter 3 consists of the empirical analysis of the OoV configurations present
in Arauca, its NSAGs and the resulting consequences for human security.



1. Chapter: Non-State Armed Groups, Oligopolies of Violence,

and Human Security

The first chapter will outline theoretical concepts and related debates relevant to the analysis
of security dynamics in the Venezuelan-Colombian border region since 2017. Central to those
dynamics are non-state armed groups, which will be conceptualised in the first section.
Secondly, the presence of various of these groups, as is the case in Colombia, disrupts the
state’s monopoly of violence. Therefore, the concept of oligopolies of violence will be
introduced in order to analyse the reconfigurations of these groups and their use of violence
after the demobilisation of the FARC in 2017. Moreover, the concept of human security is
presented and its relevant elements are conceptualised. Lastly, the three concepts are converged

into the theoretical framework for this thesis project.

1.1. Non-State Armed Groups

Since the end of the Cold War and the eruption of various internal conflicts, a debate has
emerged on the changing nature of warfare (e.g. Kaldor’s ‘New Wars’ (2012); Koonings’ ‘New
Violence’ (2001)), which, among other factors, specifically highlights the role of non-state
armed groups (NSAGS) (Krause and Milliken 2009). In the context of Latin America, Koonings
(2001) looks at the continuation of social and political violence in the context of
democratization in Latin America committed by a number of different armed actors. Therefore,
he identifies five categories of armed actors which hinder the consolidation of stable

democracies in Latin America due to the violence they exert:

i) Military and public security forces such as the police

i) Paramilitary and vigilante groups that exert extra-legal violence, often in symbiosis
with official state forces

iii) Old and new forms of guerrilla forces opposing the state and paramilitary forces

iv) Social or political movements that have radicalised using force to back up their
social and economic claims

V) Large-and small-scale organised crime linked to the international drug trade and

other illicit economies

It is important to note that the forces within the first category are not part of NSAGs. In Latin

America, they are, however, often as well responsible for the erosion of democracy and



violence (Koonings 2001). Authors such as Miroiu (2020), argue that in general, theory should
move beyond state centrism, as in essence all armed actors, including state forces, fulfil the
same functions, namely establishment, defence or contestation of a prevailing social order. In
most of the literature, however, the distinction between public state forces and NSAGs has
been emphasised and Weberian premises are followed, to which the monopoly of the legitimate
use of force is central — something that NSAGs directly challenge. In addition to the five
categories identified above, mercenaries such as private military and security companies
(PMSCs), warlords, gangs, terrorists and marauders and soldier-rebels are also considered
(Schneckener 2006, 26-27; Reno 1998). Other important trends that can be observed in the
evolution of NSAGs, are processes of transnationalisation and the development of rather loose
network structures internally moving away from very hierarchical forms of organisation
(Schneckener 2009, 14). The latter is also encouraged by the establishment of cross-border ties
and networks related to transnational organised crime activities. Transnational organised crime
can be defined as “the passing of illegal goods and/or services over national borders and/or
rendering criminal support to criminal activities or related persons in more than one country”
(Allum and Gilmour 2021, 8). Many NSAGs make part of regional and global transnational
networks engaging in organized crime activities such as drug- and human trafficking to
generate the revenue necessary for their activities and rely on small arms trafficking to acquire
weapons to equip themselves (Levitsky 2003). Borderlands are of specific importance here, as
their transnationality and distance to political and economic centres of a country translates into
impunity and weak state governance in those areas — both ideal conditions for organised crime
to flourish (Annette Idler 2018). NSAGs engage in ‘glocal’ operations; they are simultaneously

entrenched in local power structures but also have international mobility.

The different group types vary in their motivations (political vs economic motives) and forms
of violence and actions they employ, but generally share four characteristics (Schneckener
2009):

i) The willingness and capability to use violence for pursuing their objectives

il) The separation from formal state institutions such as regular armies, presidential

guards, police or special forces.

iii) A certain degree of autonomy, resulting from characteristic ii), which does not
mean however that there is no support or involvement by state actors at all, be

it informally or officially.



iv) An organisational structure or relationship over a specific period of time

As a result of their diverse motivations, their relationship with civil society and employed
strategies of action, two opposing perspectives on the role of NSAGs emerged. On the one
hand, they are perceived as a problematic actor which does not only engage in conflict violently

but also hinder the return to peace and stability (Schneckener 2009, 7).

Within this perspective, NSGAs are usually associated with limited or fragile statehood and
the debate around state failure and weak states (Koonings and Kruijt 2013; Vinci 2009, 11). A
state might fail or is weak for example in the provision of basic public welfare services and
security. The inability to provide the latter is often a consequence of the loss of the monopoly
on the legitimate use of force within a state’s territory, one of the central features for statehood
identified by Max Weber (2008, 156). Consequently, “as the state weakens,
armed groups can become relatively more powerful than the state either as a
whole or in certain areas” (Vinci 2009, 12). This leads to the takeover of control of territory
and its people living on it by NSAGs. However, that is not the only way in which they exert
authority. In parts of Africa and Asia, due to factors like low population density, harsh
geographies or forms of living (e.g., nomadic tribes), territorial control is not a precondition to
hold authority over people. For members, it is rather a process of recruitment and initiation,
which can be based on patronage or force. In this context, NSAGs are often referred to as

governance actors, relating to the second perspective on NSAGs, outlined below.

For Latin America, Koonings and Kruijt (2013) distinguish post-authoritarian violence as ‘new
violence’ from the violence before aimed at defending or challenging state power. ‘New
violence’ enacted by NSAGs, is rather “socially and politically organised to wield coercion by
evading or undermining the legitimate violence monopoly of formally democratic states”
(Koonings and Krujt 2013, 8). This kind of state failure results in governance voids and often
includes a symbiosis or at least a relation between official state forces and the second type of
NSAGs, paramilitary or vigilante groups serving local elites’ interests. The consequences are
felt in society as a whole as violence fuels fear and distrust among civilians. Especially the
human security of the vulnerable sections of society is affected, which will be discussed in

detail in section 1.3.



In post-conflict settings,® NSAGs often continue to undermine peace and heavily hinder
peacebuilding processes, not seldomly resulting in increased violence. They can act as so-
called spoilers to peace. Originally, the concept has been put forward by Stedman (1997, 5)
who defined spoilers as “leaders and parties who believe that peace emerging from negotiations
threatens their power, worldview, and interests, and use violence to undermine attempts to
achieve it in the context of peace processes”. They can be part of the negotiations or remain
outside of them and employ various non-violent and violent strategies. In addition, it can also
be distinguished between direct and indirect spoiling activity, implying that some spoilers
intentionally challenge peace processes while others engage in violent activities to achieve non-
political goals, which foster political consequences as their by-product (Maher and Thomson
2018, 2144).

On the other hand, the second perspective rather focuses on the questions of whether and under
which conditions there can be a potential for those groups to fulfil the role as a governance
actor. A vast literature developed on this topic, often as a critique to state-centre perspectives,
counter-terrorist discourses and the overgeneralising use of state failure (Podder 2013).
Different concepts emerged as an answer to the failed state paradigm and the notion of
ungoverned spaces, for example, hybrid governance (Villa, Braga, and Ferreira 2021), rebel
governance (Duyvesteyn et al. 2016; Arjona, Kasfir, and Mampilly 2015), NSAGs as
governance or security providers/actors (Berti 2018; Bryden and Caparini 2006; Mandel 2013),
alternatively governed spaces (Clunan and Trinkunas 2010) and wartime social order (Arjona
2016). Some groups provide basic services such as protection, water and food supply, resources
and jobs, to their members and the population living in their territory (Schneckener 2009). They
take over functions of the state in areas where state presence is weak and are rather perceived
as possibly legitimate stabilisers in peace- and state-building processes. Not all NSAGs are
equally negative for society, some do have political objectives and socio-political legitimacy
among sections of society (Podder 2013). Moreover, especially in urban settings, it does not
seem to be state failure but rather state abandonment as in many contexts only parts of the
population are affected by security threats posed by NSAGs — it seems to be a deliberate choice
to withdraw the state (Davis 2006; Koonings and Kruijt 2007).

% The term is usually applied to situations where an armed conflict has been settled with a peace treaty, military
victory or external intervention. However, this does not mean that violence and insecurity stop prevailing but
rather develop new dynamics (Kurtenbach and Wulf 2012).
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It is of importance, to be aware that the groups very often engage in different activities and also
potentially fit into both roles assigned above, as well as they can belong to different categories
of motivations and strategic actions, not only because groups often transform over time, but
also because their behaviour relating to some issues might have spoiling effects, while in others

they are interested in cooperation and compliance to agreements (Schneckener 2009, 8).

1.2. Failed States, Horizontal Orders and Oligopolies of Violence

As already mentioned above, scholars have been developing approaches relating to the failed
state concept (Rotberg 2003), which do not only analyse the breakdown or diffusion of state

governance but instead also look at how alternative orders emerge .*

Focusing on the African region, the author Trutz von Trotha (2005) speaks of a
“horizontalization of the state order”. He puts forward that the vertical state order, at which’s
core, lies the states’ monopoly of violence, transforms into a horizontal order where various
institutions or actors compete for the rule over territory and develop new forms of regional or

local forms of rule — also denominated as para-states.

The development of these decentral or horizontal state orders have been labelled as
‘Oligopolies of Violence’ (OoV) by the author Andreas Mehler. His approach follows von
Trotha in the sense that he also starts with the observation that many West African states do
not hold the monopoly of violence. The state is a rather weak guarantor of physical security for
the population in its territory and various alternative providers exist, which at the same time
are also violent actors. Based on this, he hypothesises that (empirically) illegitimate
monopolies of violence and OoV coexist (Mehler 2003). His approach is more actor-centred
and analyses the behaviour and dynamics of these alternative executors of violence, or simply

NSAGs, but also the role of state forces if relevant. In that context, NSAGs also can act as

4 Within the topic of state failure, which is also very much criticised (Hameiri 2007; Nay 2013) and often
specifically focuses on the African context, different concepts like ‘collapsed states’ (Allen 1999; Zartman 1995;
Mair 1999), ‘state inversion’ (Forrest 1998), ‘para-states’ (von Trotha 2000), ‘fragmented authority’ (Hoyweghen
and Smis 2002), and ‘dysfunctional state’ (Biereenu-Nnabugwu and Nwanegbo 2012) developed, all relating to
the problems of fragile statehood faced on the continent.

In the Latin American context, the concept of the anomic state has been developed by Peter Waldmann (2002). It
can be summarised in four main points: 1) The Latin American state is not able to provide an order to which its
citizens are subject to but is rather a source of disorder. 2) This happens due to its inability to translate written law
and order into practice fully. Consequently, other groups and actors compete for the voids left and citizens do not
know which rules are to be followed; the official or unofficial ones. 3) State officials or personnel themselves are
a source of insecurity and fear for citizens as they use their position for their own benefit. 4) A state that is not
able to provide the basic need of public order and security for its citizens, loses from their perspective its
legitimacy.



governing entities over a territory. Consequently, the concept can belong to both perspectives
on NSAGs mentioned before, depending on the specific case. It has been applied by himself
and other authors mostly in the African context in countries such as Sudan, and other West and
Sub-Saharan African countries (Mehler 2003; 2004; Mehler, Lambach, and Smith-Héhn 2010;
Omeje 2010; Ekpon 2012).

The term OoV implies that the market logic from economics is transferred to the context of
security and politics, proposing that markets of violence or security markets exist in contexts
of state failure and/or weak institutional statehood with no monopoly of violence (Elwert 2003;
Mehler 2003; Branovi¢ and Chojnacki 2011). An oligopoly can be described as a state of
limited competition where a small number of producers share a market. OoV encompass a
fluctuating number of NSAGs of different qualities that can be cooperating or competing for
the provision of security and exercise of violence (Mehler 2003, 11). More generally, that
means that the different actors are striving to be the governing authority in regions where state

presence is weak.

Oligopolies can be homogeneous, meaning that there are few providers of an identical product,
or heterogeneous; there are few providers of differential products. In total three different types
of oligopolies have been identified. Originally, Mehler proposed two — the functional and the
territorial oligopoly, which are not mutually exclusive. Omeje (2010) supplemented them with
a third type — dysfunctional oligopolies. In functional oligopolies, NSAGs satisfy various
protection needs, such as the protection of different social groups or markets and trading routes
and from distinct threats. Consequently, this type of oligopoly is always heterogeneous. In
territorial oligopolies, NSAGs aim for the control of certain territories within a state. They can
be homogeneous and heterogeneous. Sometimes a dominant group is able to hold a fragile
monopoly of violence in those specific territories. The situation is still fluid, however, as it
lacks official recognition and therefore can be subject to change, justifying to speak of a
territorial oligopoly of violence (Mehler 2003, 11).

These two types of oligopolies can be characterised further based on the relationship between
different present NSAGs (Mehler (2003, 11; 2004, 540). They can be based on arrangement,
where territory and/or functions are divided between groups. Generally, oligopolies based on

arrangements tend to produce less violent situations (Mehler 2004, 540). Often OoV have a



dominant security leader which is exercising power in central areas of a territory or country.®
In many instances this is a weak or weakened state that is not holding the monopoly of violence
over its entire territory. The remaining marginal territories fall under the control of NSAGs or
are even intentionally outsourced to control them indirectly. Lastly, there are also oligopolies
marked by continuous competition or open rivalry between NSAGs. This implies less security
as violence is used in a less restricted manner against the population and also against the
adversary. This is substantiated by Branovi¢ and Chojnacki (2011, 559) who elaborate on the
logic of security markets and the behaviour of NSAGs. One assumption is that to gain
ownership over goods and services, violence is necessary because those are not exchanged
voluntarily. Competition between NSAGs tends to turn violent when there is no regulating
central authority because security dilemmas and informational asymmetries arise. Those only
increase with a greater number of potential competitors.

Lastly, there are also dysfunctional oligopolies that account for NSAGs that function in a very
dysfunctional way which can be extremely violent (Omeje 2010). This type of oligopoly is a
very ambivalent entity, often consisting of a dominant market leader (the state) and various
violent NSAGs. While they might offer some security services, have a large support base and
can be considered legitimate actors, they are at the same time responsible for systemic human
rights violations. Moreover, dysfunctional oligopolies tend to subsume some features of
territorial and functional OoV.

The concept cannot only be applied from “above” to understand dynamics between violence
actors in conflict areas but also from “below” to analyse the perception of the population
towards NSAGs, who are the victims of violence or receivers of protection (Mehler 2004, 542).
Here the focus lies especially on the question of legitimacy. In territories where the state does
not hold the monopoly of violence anymore and is unable to establish physical security, OoV
can be perceived as legitimate by the population if actors can provide the latter. This changes
as soon as violence is employed against the population and with the end to pursue economic

and political interests.

As reasons for the emergence of OoV, Mehler (2003) puts forward two seemingly opposing,
but still intertwined reasons prevalent within the literature. On the one hand, an oligopoly of

violence can emerge as a response to state despotism. The state itself has become a source of

° The concept can be applied on different levels of analysis. One can analyse the presence of OoV on a national,
regional or local level (Lambach 2007).
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insecurity and violence against which one has to protect oneself (von Trotha 2000; Waldmann
2002). This applies both in the African and Latin American context. On the other hand, the
state’s capacity to uphold the monopoly of violence is not sufficient and NSAGs are disputing
for it, hence leading to OoV. Here the state seems to be weak as opposed to a strong state in
the sense of how it exerts repressive violence. However, despotism is not to be confused with
a strong state — on the contrary, the continuous exercise of violence, instead only the threat of

its use, is rather a sign of state weakness (Mehler 2003, 13).

1.3.  Human Security, Personal Security and Non-State Armed Groups

The notion of human security is centuries old and can be dated back to the writing of Hobbes,
Locke, Hume and Rousseau, who regarded the state as the prime guarantor of human security,
ultimately being the justification to have it in the first place (Lautensach and Lautensach 2020).
The traditional and prevailing definition of security until the end of the Cold War has been very
nation-state centred. The state was the subject and object of security policy at the same time.
Due to the persistence of conflict after the Cold War, with changing dynamics and actor
constellations as mentioned in section 1.1., governments started to recognize that the security
of the state as a whole is dependent on the security in its regions and communities — ultimately
consisting of families and individuals. At the time, that had been an unconventional perspective
but the necessity of that paradigm shift evidenced itself by not only internal armed conflicts
between NSAGs but also states failing to deliver security to their populations and in many
cases being itself a source of violence and insecurity.

The occurring paradigm shift was backed by the United Nations (UN) and gained recognition
after human security had been the subject of the UN’s Human Development report in 1994
(UNDP 1994). Here the UN identified four essential characteristics of human security: 1) it is
a universal concern applying to everybody everywhere; 2) its different components are
interdependent; 3) it is easier to ensure through early prevention than intervention at a later
stage; 4) it is people-centred (UNDP 1994, 23). The two major components by which the UN
defined human security have been freedom from fear and freedom from want, used by Franklin
D. Roosevelt in his Four Freedoms speech in 1941. The former relates to the absence of a threat
to someone’s physical security and the latter is concerned with economic and social security.
With that broad definition of security, many factors constitute a threat to it and therefore seven
categories that constitute human security have been identified: 1) economic security; 2) food

11



security; 3) health security; 4) environmental security; 5) personal security; 6) community

security and 7) political security.

Precisely the broadness of the concept also has been the main reason for criticism towards it.
The concern is that by being so all-encompassing, it would lead to securitisation of all human
problems, which is of little help in tackling challenges practically, because the heterogeneity
prevents the formulation of coherent models to inform effective policy making (Lautensach
and Lautensach 2020; Englehart 2016; Paris 2001). Therefore, human security has remained a
conceptual category used by scholars and analysts (Goldstein 2015, 139). It is not to be
confused with the concept seguridad cuidadana (citizen security) that has been put forward
especially in the Latin American context. It also fits into the new paradigm and holds a broader
understanding of security focused on the individual. In the context of rising violent crime and
homicide rates in the late 1990s-early 2000s, Latin American states and cities became the most
violent worldwide outside of war zones. Citizen security “became a discourse for
conceptualising the vulnerability to which ordinary people were exposed by criminal threat,
and for coordinating efforts to counter it (Goldstein 2015, 141). Opposed to human security,
citizen security has been widely applied in policy making all over the continent. Instead of
solely repressive and punitive criminal justice policies, also called mano dura policies, various
measures have been implemented targeted to achieve the prevention and reduction of violence,
the promotion of public security and access to justice, and the reinforcement of rights and also
obligations of states and citizens alike. One concrete policy has been community policing, often
forming part of police reforms enacted in various countries (Muggah 2017, 294). Central to
this approach is the strengthening of the relationship between the police and the communities
it is serving via the co-production of crime control and building of police legitimacy (Malone
and Dammert 2021, 420).

For this research project the effects of reconfigurations of NSAGs on the use of violence against
local populations are at the centre. That is why when talking about human security, the focus
lies solely on category five — personal security. The most important aspect of human security
is the security from physical violence. Connecting NSAGs and human security, Englehart
(2016) identifies that the most pervasive threat the former pose, is the threat to human security
of local populations, more specifically to personal security. The definition of personal security
makes the threats and harms directly attributable to actors and easier to observe than structural
violence. Furthermore, the relevance of personal security, specifically in post-conflict

situations, is identified by Benedek (2010, 4) who states the following: “During and
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immediately after conflicts the freedom from fear, the protection of the human person against
violence and therefore its personal security, is in the foreground.” In line with that, the
definition of violence used by von Trotha (1995) is seen as the most adequate for the purpose
of this research. He defines violence as a threefold power of action that either results in 1) the
intentional physical harm of others or imminently threatens such harm; 2) material damage or
3) reduction in social participation (von Trotha 1995, 131). Specified further, that means the
threat of or actual physical harm in any form, the destruction of private property or entire

villages and also forced displacement.

Conclusion

This chapter outlined the guiding theoretical concepts for this thesis. First, a categorization of
NSAGs and concerning debates about their role in weak states and governance were provided.
Secondly, Mehler’s concept of OoV and its different types were explained. Lastly, human
security was conceptualised and it was specified further which dimension of it will be of
interest during the analysis. All the three concepts make part of the paradigm shift which
occurred in the study of war, conflict and security. Traditionally, conflict and war between
countries and their implications for state or national security have received most of attention.
With the end of the Cold War, internal conflicts, NSAGs and their effects on individuals rather
than states have become central objects of study. Furthermore, they are related to each other as
OoV involve NSAGs and have, depending on their constellation, different consequences for
human security. Additionally, Mehler’s concept poses a viable actor-centred approach to
analysing dynamics between NSAGs on different levels of analysis — nationally, regionally or
locally. In this thesis, the level of analysis selected is the Colombian department Arauca which

borders the VVenezuelan department Apure.
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2. Chapter: The development of Oligopolies of Violence in recent
Colombia history (1948-2021)

This second chapter provides the historical contextualization and the necessary background,
starting in the late 1940s, to understand the configuration of non-state armed groups (NSAGS)
and the implications of their behaviour in the armed conflict for the populations’ human
security in Colombia today. This long period is divided into three sections: 1.) 1948-1990; 2.)
1990-2002; 3.) 2002-2021. Colombia encompasses a huge territory and this chapter will
provide a national overview illustrating some trends and how the relationship between the
NSAGs and the state transformed over time, leading to different oligopoly of violence
configurations and transformations of NSAGs, particularly after negotiated peace accords
leading to their demobilisation. These dynamics have been very complex and diverse in their
constellations and respective outcomes in different regions of the country. Generally, the
NSAGs present in Colombia mutually contest their presence, leading to competition and
violent conflict between them or periodically engage in alliances, while in other areas the state
is their principal threat and opponent. Nevertheless, any kind of confrontation between them

always has effects on the human security of the Colombian population.

2.1. The emergence of Colombia’s the internal armed conflict and the
role of narcotrafficking (1948-1990)

Since the beginning of the 20™ century, Colombian society has been characterised by deep
political divisions between liberals and conservatives and the exclusion of other opposition
forces. This has led to various violent civil wars throughout the country.® In 1948, the leftist
liberal candidate Jorge Eliécer Gaitan was assassinated in Bogota, leading to a riot in the city,
called the bogotazo (Watson 2000). It marked the beginning of a countrywide civil war, known
as la Violencia, during which about 300.000 people died in partisan violence.” The conservative
government especially blamed the communist party for the escalation, leading to massacres of
suspected allies by the military and police with a focus on the countryside. As a result, peasant

8 Various explanations can be found for the causes of political violence in Colombia. Different primary reasons
have been identified, such as poverty, unjust government oppression, inequality (Ruiz 2001; Bergquist 2001;
Pearce 1990). McDougall's (2009) institutional approach identifies the states’ infrastructural weakness as the
primary cause and economic interpretations emphasise the role of greed and the profits derived from
narcotrafficking (Collier and Hoeffler 2000).

" The period of la Violencia and its implications for Colombian society is a period in Colombian history, which
has been researched a lot. For a literature review of some contributions see the work of Rojas and Tubb (2013).
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self-defence groups emerged (Gehring and Gontermann 2012). In 1953, General Gustavo Rojas
Pinilla came to power via a military coup to end la Violencia, granting amnesty to all involved
parties, but at the same time installing his military dictatorship. The traditional liberal and
conservative elites ousted him in 1957 though and created the Frente Nacional, a power-
sharing agreement lasting until 1974, which alternated presidency and legislative power every

four years between the two parties (Editorial 2018).

During this time the political exclusion of other opposition groups continued, preventing a
necessary land reform and other measures to counter the immense social inequality in the
country. As a consequence, in different parts of the country, various left-wing guerrilla groups
developed, generally aiming for land reform, a reduction in social inequality and ideally the
takeover of the state. The peasant self-defense groups which originated during la Violencia,
laid the basis for what would become Colombia’s largest Marxist guerrilla group; Las Fuerzas
Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia — Ejército del Pueblo (FARC) founded in 1964
(Gehring and Gontermann 2012). The second biggest group is the Ejército Nacional de
Liberacion (ELN) emerging in 1965. However, their background is different as they were
founded by students, who were invited to Cuba in 1964 to export the revolution and priests
following liberation theory (Medina Uribe 2016). Another group was the Ejército Popular de
Liberacion (EPL), influenced by Maoist ideology. Additionally in 1970, the Movimiento 19 de
Abril (M-19) emerged due to electoral fraud during the presidential elections held on the 19"
of April in the same year. Various other, but significantly smaller groups existed as well, e.g.
Partido Revolucionario de los Trabajadores (PRT) and the Movimiento Armado Quintin Lame
(MAQL), the latter being indigenous (Tate 2001).These different rebel groups belong to
Koonings’ third category, old and new forms of guerrilla forces which stand in opposition to

the state, identified in section 1.1 within Colombia’s internal armed conflict.

Belonging to the second category of Koonings, right-wing paramilitary groups are another type
of NSAGs present in Colombia and are an actor in the country’s internal armed conflict. They
developed as part of the counterinsurgency strategy against the different guerrilla groups.
Consequently, their origins can also be traced back to the 1960s when the state legalised the
creation and state sponsorship of civil defence forces (Hristov 2014, 42; Tate 2001, 164).8 Their
counterinsurgent objectives coincide with those of the official armed forces, who worked

8 Also to be considered is the role of the United States (U.S.) and its military advisors, who recommended the
organisation of “indigenous irregulars” as part of the counterinsurgency strategy (Tate 2001, 164). From 1962
until 1965 Special Warfare Mobile Training Teams worked together with the Colombian armed forces under the
counterinsurgency plan Plan Lazo, implementing the recommendation.
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closely together with paramilitaries (Aviles 2006). However, paramilitaries did not only target
guerrilla groups but also parts of civil society they considered an internal enemy based on their
progressive political activism or alleged support to guerrilla groups (Hristov 2014, 93). They
operated in a very violent way torturing, killing, mutilating and raping people in order to
establish social control over territory or to force the abandonment of land. Only in 1989, they
were officially outlawed after a government statistic from 1987 showed that paramilitaries were

more deadly to the civilian population than guerrillas (Aviles 2006, 392).

Lastly, Koonings’ fifth category, organised crime groups linked to international
narcotrafficking, are present in Colombia as well. International drug trafficking networks were
fostered in the early 70s with a marihuana boom in the Colombian Caribbean, replacing the
Mexican marihuana supply to the U.S. which had been eradicated by fumigations (Britto 2010).
Once traffickers realised the huge potential for profits to be made with cocaine, they invested
in facilitating its production and developed powder cocaine and crack in order to supply both
rich and poor communities (Pardo 2000). In the 1980s, various drug cartels arose, specialising
in different niches of the drug economy — the two most famous examples are the Medellin

cartel led by Pablo Escobar and the Cali Cartel led by Gilberto Rodriguez Orejuela.

The relationship between the state and organised crime is a highly complex one. It not only
varies over time and space but there is also an entrenchment of politics and crime on the
regional, national and transnational level (ldler 2019).° Very often politicians move between
both the upper- and the underworld. Illustrative here are again the two most famous drug
cartels. The Cali cartel opted for coexistence or even alliance with the state’s security apparatus
and political elites. Violence was kept to a minimum as it wanted to maintain a low profile to
maximise its profits (Duncan, Sosa, and Fortou 2022). Moreover, the state has been fiercely
fighting the War on Drugs since the 1970s with considerable U.S. involvement and support
(Britto 2010). Taking down Pablo Escobar and his Medellin cartel was the top priority for a
long time. The cartel engaged in heavy confrontational and terroristic acts as Escobar also had
political aspirations (Duncan, Sosa, and Fortou 2022). He was very much able to realise those;
in 1982 he was elected into congress, where he did not stay long because Rodrigo Lara Bonilla,
then Justice Minister, denounced him of being a drug trafficker. In the underworld, Escobar

maintained a very powerful position for a long time, as he involved gangs from Medellin’s

9 Anette Idler identifies four types of relationships between the political and criminal realm in Colombia
(collusion, pacific coexistence, strategic alliances and preponderance relations).
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slums in his criminal enterprise. Via the distribution of profits and his charisma, he won their

loyalty and armed support (Duncan, Sosa, and Fortou 2022).

The emergence of these cartels and the huge profits made with narcotrafficking considerably
altered the dynamics of Colombia’s internal armed conflict between the guerrillas, the state
and the paramilitaries (Duncan, Sosa, and Fortou 2022) but also led to territorial, social,
political and economic transformations (Salas Salazar 2014). The relationship between
guerrillas, paramilitaries and drug cartels has been a very dynamic one. In the early 1980s,
guerrilla groups had provisional alliances with cocaine producers to protect their cocaine
refineries (Zaitch 2002). This alliance did not last very long and broke down in 1982 when the
guerrillas started to target “big capital” by kidnapping and extorting landowners and drug
entrepreneurs in order to finance their territorial and military expansions and restructuring
(Verdad Abierta 2008; McDougall 2009). More specifically, the FARC managed to expand
over the national territory, augmenting its presence to almost all departments and triplicating
its number of members between 1982 and 1986. The ELN, whose numbers had been reduced
dramatically from 150 to 70 men by the Colombian military with Operation Anori in 1973,
managed to reorganise and increase its number of members to 1000 by 1986. Consequently,
landowners as well as narcos turned to paramilitaries for protection and supported them
financially, leading to the establishment of the paramilitary group Muerte a Secuestradores
(MAS), pointed to by Richani (2013). All of this inevitably led to competition for control of
territory and a rise in confrontations, indicating the presence of OoV that are functional (the

paramilitaries as providers of security to landowners and narcos) and also marked by rivalry.

Another factor that contributed to the dispute for local territorial control, was the
decentralisation process instigated by the state in local politics, administration and public
spending. First reforms were implemented in 1985 and the decentralisation process deepened
further with the new constitution in 1991. It was part of the state modernisation process aiming
at the enhancement of political participation, efficiency and the autonomy of departments
regarding their development processes (Velasquez C. 2021). The municipality became central
to this process and various competencies were transferred to it, particularly in the provision of
public services (Mantilla VValbuena 2012). Naturally, this implied a transfer of resources to the
municipalities in order to realise that provision. Guerrilla and paramilitary groups, however,
quickly noticed that they can use those resources to their own benefit, which motivated the
establishment of local territorial control of municipalities and their populations. Consequently,

the intensity of the conflict rose dramatically and also electoral processes were severely
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disrupted by NSAGs. In order to strengthen territorial control, both NSAGs protected favoured
candidates and threatened or killed non-favoured candidates and voters. Generally, economic

motivations guided territorial expansion (Sanchez and Chacén 2005).%

During Julio Cesar Turbay’s (1978-1982) very repressive government that had serious effects
on the human security of the civilian population, the first popular social movements appeared
demanding peace (Garcia-Duran 2004). Those were given a channel for participation in the
peace negotiations started by the administration of Belisario Betancur (1982-1986). He
initiated peace talks with a number of guerrilla groups, recognizing them as political actors
(Chernick 1996). First, he proposed an amnesty law which was approved in 1982 and
ultimately paved the way for a ceasefire between the state, parts of the FARC, the M-19 and
the EPL. Another result was the foundation of the political party Union Patriotica (UP), which
mostly consisted of ex-FARC members. However, most of them were assassinated by the end
of the decade, confirming for the FARC guerrilleros and their leadership who refused to
demobilise that this decision was justified. Also, the EPL, the M-19 and the Colombian military
acted as spoilers further on (Nasi 2006; Torres Del Rio 2015). They did not seriously commit
to the ceasefires. The EPL used it to widen its presence in the whole country and recruit more
members. The M-19 conducted the Palace of Justice siege during which almost half of the
Supreme Court judges were killed as well as important leaders of the M-19. During that time
no demobilisation was achieved, also the FARC continued to coexist with the UP, but
committed nominally to the truce (Nasi 2006; Torres Del Rio 2015).

The following administration of Virgilio Barco (1986-1990) continued negotiations with the
groups after reducing the terms to disarmament and reintegration into civilian life and taking
reforms off the negotiation agenda (Chernick 1988). He proved to be somewhat successful; the
EPL demobilised partially, and the M-19 demobilised fully, transforming into a political party
in 1990 under his administration (Gehring and Gontermann 2012; Torres Del Rio 2015). At
the same time, by removing reforms from the negotiations, Barco took away an important
incentive for the FARC and ELN to negotiate. This, combined with an increase in the combat

between armed forces and the guerrillas, led to a deepening of the political conflict and an

10 This is confirmed by data comparing the characteristics of municipalities under the control of NSAGs. During
the early years of the conflict, the decisive factors for NSAGs presence, especially for the guerrillas, seemed to
be poverty and inequality. Since the 1980s however, they expanded to municipalities with an abundance of
resources such as illicit crops, gold, coal, oil, bananas, cattle and coffee (Sanchez and Chacon 2005, 4).
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upsurge in violence. Only in 1988, did 1650 deaths related to political violence occur (Chernick
1988).

2.2.  The consequences of spoiled peace negotiations and the consolidation

of Colombia’s guerrillas and paramilitaries (1990-2002)

The years from 1990 until 2002 continue to be marked by ambiguity. On the one hand,
Gaviria’s administration (1990-1994) managed to negotiate some additional guerrillas’
demobilisation, set up an inclusive National Constituent Assembly (NCA) and a new
constitution, but on the other hand violence during this period peaked (Kline 2009), as the
expansion process of the two remaining guerrillas and paramilitaries continues making them
extremely powerful. Decentralising reforms, of which NSAGs took advantage off, and
considerable spoiling activities by different actors during peace negotiations also contributed

to arise in violence.

The negotiations with the remaining guerrilla groups that had started under Barco continued to
be successful also under Gaviria’s administration. Many rebel groups had endured high
political and military costs, laying the ground for the willingness to commit to a negotiated
solution (Nasi 2006). Additionally, the formation of a NCA had been successfully on its way.
The M-19 was elected into the NCA with 19 members and Gaviria presented participating in
it as a way to introduce structural transformations. He promised to include leaders of the
remaining rebel groups that would demobilise, the opportunity to participate in the NCA (Nasi
2006). Ultimately, this led to the demobilisation of the EPL, PRT and MAQL and some other
small militias in Medellin (Torres Del Rio 2015; Kline 1999). Negotiations with the FARC and
ELN, however, failed due to maintained aggression from both the public forces and the

guerrilla groups (Kline 1999).

From 1992 onwards the Colombian government pursued an integral war against the FARC and
ELN —from then on denominated as narcoguerrillas. Negotiations with the Samper government
(1994-1998) were rejected due to the allegations that Samper had received drug money from
the Cali cartel in order to finance his campaign (Nasi 2006; Torres Del Rio 2015). Nevertheless,
with President Pastrana another attempt to negotiate peace began in January 1999. From the
start, those negotiations were a difficult endeavour and many parties acted as spoilers. First of
all, both the FARC and ELN demanded a demilitarised area of five municipalities, which was

guaranteed by the government to both. This triggered fierce opposition among the armed
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forces, which ultimately was justified as the FARC used the area to strengthen themselves
militarily, financially and strategically. Furthermore, attacks on each other continued and

negotiations were suspended unilaterally at various times (Nasi 2006; Hylton 2006).

Another factor that gave reason for the FARC to question the commitment to peace of
Pastrana’s government, has been Plan Colombia. What originally started as an initiative to raise
funds for peacebuilding, turned into a U.S.-led anti-drug policy of counterinsurgent and
militarised nature, which heavily supported Colombian armed forces. Instead of targeting
paramilitaries and remaining urban drug trafficking organisations as well, the plan mainly
targeted FARC strongholds in southern Colombia (Nasi 2006; Hylton 2006).

The paramilitaries played a very important role as well in spoiling these negotiations, especially
the ELN became their primary target, probably because one of the Castafio brothers had
declared to defeat the ELN militarily in 1998. The national umbrella organisation of the
paramilitaries, Autodefenses Unidas de Colombia (AUC) which had been founded by the

Castafio brothers, was responsible for two unilateral suspensions from talks by the FARC.!!

Moreover, important developments had been taking place during the Samper administration in
the early 1990s: the territorial expansion of guerrillas and paramilitaries mutually reinforced
each other. The two remaining guerrillas strengthened their numbers and territorial expansion,
especially in the countryside (McDougall 2009; Hylton 2006).1? This territorial expansion
always took place in competition with the paramilitaries, influencing the strategies employed
by both guerrillas. In the case of the ELN, their vulnerability to paramilitary attacks due to
internal conflicts and the absence of a coherent national strategy made them turn to the FARC
for an alliance to face the attacks, trying to prevent the loss of territory in Bolivar (Insight
Crime 2021). The forces of the FARC came closer to urban centres and also urbanites would
find their human security threatened. That showed how powerful the guerrilla had become and
was one of the main reasons that Pastrana would initiate negotiations again; more and more

voices were demanding a peaceful solution (Long 2015).

11 First, they enacted a series of killings during the first days of negotiations and later on kidnapped six politicians
to prevent the approval of a law that would allow a prisoner exchange between the government and the FARC.
Efforts to derail the negotiations with the ELN were even greater and prevented any significant engagement in
peace talks, even if the ELN was more credibly interested in bargaining as the group was considerably weaker
than the FARC (Nasi 2006).

12 See McDougall (2009) and Insight Crime (2021) for more detailed data on the expansion of both guerrillas
during that time.
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The competition with other NSAGs also influences the alternative ways of governance which
the FARC had established in territories. After their arrival, the groups established certain
institutions; regulations for illegal economic activities and the monopolisation of violence
(Hough 2011; Richani 2013). They also engage in resource extraction from those populations,
for example via a taxation system of the income of the local population. The revenues acquired
were used to finance their activities and army, but also for the provision of public services,
such as the construction of roads, schools and hospitals and the provision of security. Over
time, it has been noted that guerrilla violence against civilians rose — their rule became more
coercive. Authors like Hough (2011), Metelits (2009) and Gutiérrez Sanin (2008) link this to
the rivalry faced due to other NSAGs.*2 It threatens the monopoly over resources and violence
established before, pressuring the rebels to use more coercive means of extraction and violence.
For the local populations that meant higher threats to their human security and a shift in the
perception of the FARC from a protector to a racketeer (Hough 2011). Looking at the example
of the department Caqueta examined by Hough (2011), certain FARC-territories, where the
FARC were providing protection and other services to the population, could be characterised
as heterogeneous, territorial and functional oligopolies, where they hold a fragile monopoly of
violence. This changed with increasing paramilitarization leading to a territorial oligopoly

marked by rivalry and consequently more violence.

The transformation of the paramilitaries during the 1990s are related to the developments
mentioned before. Until 1994 they acted locally on demand by the narcobourgeoisie and
landowners, who needed protection for their investments and property from guerrilla attacks
(Richani 2013, 118). Additionally, in 1994, their illegalization was reversed, which led to the
new programme CONVIVIR for the establishment of private defence groups until 1997. Once
again, the military de facto relied on paramilitaries for counterinsurgent attacks (McDougall
2009). This illustrates how the state used one NSAG to fight another one, which indicates that
nationwide the state probably has not been the dominant security leader at that time and that
arrangements and competition in the oligopoly of violence existed.

13 A strategy is to destabilise guerrilla areas in order to break down the ties between them and the local peasant
population. At some point, they will decide that it might be better to turn to another actor, either another NSAG
or the official army. A cruel way to impose rule is terror via human rights violations, more specifically, massacres.
The paramilitaries are the main group using them as a tool to eliminate the guerrilla interference; a report from
1999 shows that 40% of massacres and 78,69% of human rights violations were caused by paramilitaries, in
contrast to 16% and 17% by guerrillas respectively (Richani 2013).
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During the same year of their first national summit in December 1994, the different
paramilitary groups started to organise themselves more coherently on a national level, always
financed by narcotraffickers and the landed oligarchy. Ultimately in 1997, this led to their
unification under the federation Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC) mentioned before,
undertaken by the Castafio brothers who had founded the Autodefensas Campesinas de
Cordoba y Uraba (ACCU).' It becomes evident that both the guerrillas and the paramilitaries
acted as providers of security to different populations. Once competition between them
increased due to their expansion and strengthening, so did violence. Territorial OoV based on
competition were present during this period, with the predicted consequence of more violence
threatening peoples’ human security. Simultaneously, the OoV were also homogeneous, as the

guerrillas and paramilitaries were providers of one product — security.

Regarding organised crime and narcotrafficking, the state continued to wage the war on drugs
with the support of the U.S, following the “kingpin strategy” (Rosen 2015). According to this
strategy, cartels are not able to function without their leaders. Therefore, their capture lies at
the centre. During the first half of the 1990s, the Colombian government was able to dismantle
the Medellin and the Cali cartel with that strategy. Nevertheless, not without allegations of
cooperation with the cartels; it is said that President Samper (1994-1998) had received drug
money from the Cali cartel in order to finance his election campaign (Knoester 1998). The
collapse of the cartels has not led to an end of the narcobusiness however. Instead, the cartels
fragmented into smaller organisations that started fighting to fill in the power vacuum in the
illegal business that had resulted. This indicates the presence of an Oligopoly of Violence
marked by competition between them. Consequently, President Pastrana strived for Plan
Colombia, as mentioned before. Even with almost one billion dollars invested by the U.S.
government into fighting drug trafficking and organised crime, Colombia became the largest

coca cultivator by 2000, and the violence related continued.

14 Like the guerrillas, the AUC grew considerably during the 1990s — while they only had 1200 members in 1993,
that number rose to approximately 4.000-5.000 in 1998 and to 8.000 in 2000 (Richani 2013; McDougall 2009).
The factors benefiting their growth and the rise of the Castafio brothers were a political void among the right-wing
armed groups, resulting from the demise of the Medellin and Cali cartel and the death of Rodriguez Gacha, who
was, besides Escobar, an important leader of the former and the paramilitaries. Additionally, the control of
important parts of narcotrafficking businesses and routes provided the funds to finance the AUC’s growth and
very professional military equipment in order to engage in counterinsurgency (Richani 2013).
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2.3.  Military state-building and peace with the AUC and FARC under
Uribe and Santos (2002-2021)

In 2002, following Pastrana, Alvaro Uribe Vélez was elected in a context of rampant violence.
Each indicator of violence had increased during Pastrana’s administration compared to the
Samper years, deteriorating the situation of human security. Pastrana’s peace negotiations and
the concessions he gave were unsuccessful and instead helped the FARC to consolidate and
expand their fronts. With his slogan ‘mano firme, corazén grande’ (firm hand, large heart),
Uribe presented himself as the candidate who would face the guerrillas militarily and thereby
re-establish law and order in the country and negotiations would only be started with NSAGs
that agreed to cease-fires. This resonated with the Colombian people and marked a completely
new phase of intensification in the country’s conflict (Kline 2009; Rodriguez 2014).

Uribe’s administrations were very much focused on state-building to make the country safer
and establish full territorial control (Kline 2009; Hinojosa 2018; Rodriguez 2014; Pachon
2009). He aimed to do so by strengthening the military and making the government more
efficient, visible and accessible to citizens. His democratic security policy (DSP) is of special
importance here and formed the backbone of his programme. Guided by the assertion that in
order to regain security, authority needs to be put over liberty, the Colombian military became
the main subject of his policies. A total restructuring of the military took place, leading to its
expansion, modernization and renewed support by the Colombian population. Numbers of the
military and also police forces rose by 40%, while they received better training and equipment
at the same time (Rios Sierra 2020). All this took place in close alliance with U.S.
administrations and was financed partially with funds from Plan Colombia and justified with
the proclaimed war on terror. The FARC, ELN and AUC were all on the U.S. State
Department’s list of Foreign Terrorist Organizations. Also, Uribe denominated the guerrillas,
especially the FARC, as terrorist organizations. For him there was no armed conflict based on
political aspirations. His all-out war on the guerrillas was put into practice with Plan Patriota,
which was Colombia’s most ambitious military operation plan and aimed to regain control of
territory in the hands of the guerrillas and defeat the latter militarily (Kline 2009; Hylton 2006).
Over Uribe’s administrations both groups were significantly weakened; the number of FARC
fighters was reduced from 17,000 in 2001 to 8000 in 2008 (Hinojosa 2018). The number of
ELN combatants declined from 5000 to around 2,000 fighters in the same period of time.
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It can be observed that the military confrontation against the FARC and ELN resulted in the
peripheralization of both actors’ presence, meaning that both groups intensified their presence
at the border regions with Ecuador and Venezuela, which are characterised by institutional
weakness of the state and illicit crop cultivation, and relocated their weakened fronts from more
central regions (Salas Salazar 2014; Rios Sierra 2020). Consequently, a reduction in violence
and guerrilla actions took place in those regions where the presence of the guerrillas was
reduced. However, levels of guerrilla presence and violence in north-eastern and southwestern
regions rose between 2008 and 2012, as a result of the concentration in these peripheral areas.
This indicates that the national OoV arrangements have changed. The strengthening of the
Colombian military led to a considerable weakening of the guerrillas and pushed them to
marginal territories, indicating the formation of a territorial OoV with the state as the dominant
security leader on a national level, while the guerrillas hold marginal territories under their

control.

Another factor which led to the intensification of the conflict during the first years of Uribe’s
administration was the consolidation of the AUC, which had started in 1997 (Rios Sierra 2020).
As mentioned before, the number of members of the paramilitary organisation grew
significantly and it became the hegemonic NSAG in the Caribbean region of Colombia. During
1998 and 2004 the AUC was also the main responsible actor for the majority of acts of forced
displacement and massacres. The AUC found itself on a peak of their power by 2003, both
financially and militarily, and preferred to bargain their demobilisation from that position of
strength (Hinojosa 2018; Hylton 2006). Additionally, they viewed Uribe as a favourable
negotiation partner, aligned with their interests. They saw the possibility to stay powerful in
times of peace and Uribe concentrated all efforts against the guerrillas, which had been the
reason for the paramilitaries to emerge in the first place. By July 2005, the National Congress
approved the Law of Peace and Justice, facilitating the demobilisation of roughly 35,000 AUC
members of 37 subgroups. The immediate result was a significant reduction of violence
indicators in 2006 in the country (Kline 2009; Hinojosa 2018).

Besides the dramatic reduction of levels of violence during Uribe’s administrations as a result
of his DSP and the AUC demobilisation, his government has also been heavily criticised
(Pachdn 2009). As mentioned before, paramilitary groups had a legal foundation and were
formed with a specific counterinsurgent motive. This ideological orientation has been
maintained over years and it cannot be denied that this NSAG had been a convenient ally in

the war against the guerrillas for the Colombian government (Rios Sierra and Cairo 2020;
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Hristov 2014). The growth of the AUC between 1997-2003 has been tolerated by the military
and police and local businesses as well as by politicians who cooperated with the paramilitaries.
Illustrative of those connections is the scandal of parapolitics in 2007, which revealed that 35%
of the National Congress had maintained connections to the AUC (Kline 2015; Hristov 2014).
That also was the case during Uribe’s first administration. The legal CONVIVIR groups and
the AUC had been very powerful in the Northern Caribbean territory and expelled the guerrilla
from this region. Interviews with paramilitary leaders dismantle the informal connections of
Uribe’s government with this NSAG (Rios Sierra and Cairo 2020).

Also, in terms of the violence employed by state agents and the resulting effects on the human
security of civilians, Uribe’s administrations leave a dark legacy behind. The Colombian state
has always made use of extensive illicit violence, however the numbers of massacres,
abductions and executions by state agents peaked in 2007 (Hinojosa 2018). Another scandal,
still investigated today, is the phenomenon of ‘false positives’, which involves extrajudicial
killings of civilians, who were then presented as guerrilleros killed in combat, by members of
the Colombian armed forces (Kline 2009).2> While this phenomenon had been happening in

the country before, the incentive structure during Uribe’s terms intensified it dramatically.

Lastly, the Law of Peace and Justice and the demobilisation process of the AUC has also been
heavily criticised, for example, there was no mandatory confession included, the penalties were
to weak and no reparations for victims nor a strategy to dismantle the economic and political
facets of paramilitarism was included (Kline 2009). As a consequence, already during and
quickly after the negotiation process, new groups developed, consisting of demobilised, non-
demobilised and new recruited members. They were denominated bandas criminales (criminal
bands) or shortly BACRIM, by the government of Uribe. This is in line with the de-politized
interpretation of the conflict in the country during Uribe’s terms. For his government the threat
is a terroristic one and the main terrorist organisation the FARC. In 2007, as answer to the
emergence of the BACRIM, his administration promulgated a consolidation of the DSP, which
basically was a continuation of the former DSP. The FARC remained the main group to be

combatted and even if the BACRIM were recognized, their importance was minimised. It was

15 The authors Omar Eduardo Rojas Bolafios Fabian Leonardo Benavides Silva (2017) Bolanos and of the book
Ejecuciones Extrajudiciales en Colombia 2002-2010: Obedencia Ciega en Campos de Batalla Ficticios posit that
the false positives are the result of a systematic practice by the military together with paramilitaries, demobilised,
informants and other individuals. Soldiers were rewarded with payments and days of rest for reported successes,
which were measured in dead guerrilla body counts. The phenomenon happened in almost every department,
showing the magnitude of the scandal. For more information see (Arango Gonzalez 2019; Quintero Mendoza
2016; Vestri 2015)
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only in his last year of presidency, in 2010, that the post-demobilization groups were directly
addressed with decree 2374/2010 (Garcia Ruiz, Silva Aparicio and Magallanes Montoya 2018).

Uribe’s successor, Juan Manuel Santos (2010-2018), first maintained Uribe’s strategy of
military pressure against NSAGs, also when confronting the BACRIM. However, he
recognized that there is a political dimension to Colombia’s armed conflict, acknowledging
political motivations by the FARC and ELN. This resulted in a broader perception of the
security problems faced and did not only determine the FARC as the most important NSAG to
be combatted, but also the potential for violence and power of other NSAGs was recognized.
Ultimately in 2016, his government puts forward a new classification of the BACRIM with
decree 15/2016, categorising them into organised armed groups (Spanish acronym GAOSs) or
organised criminal groups (Spanish acronym GDOs) as mentioned by Garcia Perrilla and
Herrera (2017).1°

In 2007, thirty-four different BACRIM were identified (Rico 2013). That number has been
reduced due to the persecution by the state, but also because of disputes between themselves,
resulting in the presence of five major groups in 2016; the Gulf Clan, los Rastrojos, Aguilas
Negras, los Puntilleros and los Pelusos. The last group are dissidents of the EPL that
demobilised in the 1990s (INDEPAZ 2017). Some of the smaller structures are los Constru,
los Pachenca, la Oficina, la Empresa, la Cordillera Nueva Orden and Renacer AUC. One
example of conflicts between them, was the violent period of confrontation between los
Rastrojos and the Gulf Clan between 2006-2009, resulting in 2300 deaths (Rico 2013). The
former, already internally divided, was considerably weakened and territory partially absorbed
by the latter. The territorial control exercised by these groups relies on the use or the threat to
use violence. Naturally this affects the human security of the local populations who are
sometimes subject to torture or murder and consequently live in constant fear (Bargent and
Charles 2017).

Furthermore, these groups also maintain transnational relations for example with Mexican
cartels such as the Sinaloa cartel or los Zetas, as they control the majority of routes to the U.S.
(Aranzazu 2016). Sometimes those alliances include support when the Colombian groups

16 While the latter are mainly fought against by the Policia Nacional, the former are persecuted by the military as
they are considered more powerful. The distinction of both types did not necessarily lead to significantly different
strategies employed against them. The operations and actions against those groups have led to the capture of many
leaders and middlemen and the seizure of drugs and weapons, but they did not dismantle the support structures
and the networks between them (Jiménez 2012).
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confront each other, e.g., the Sinaloa cartel supported los Rastrojos economically and
logistically during their confrontation with the Gulf Clan (Rico 2013). Profits are not only
derived from narcotrafficking but also illegal mining and livestock (Bargent and Charles 2017).

The presence of so many post-AUC-demobilisation groups has sparked considerable debate
around the question whether they mark a continuation of paramilitarism in the country. There
are authors such as Hristov (2015) and Echeverri and Restrepo (2007) who are convinced that
the demobilisation was nothing else than a legalisation of paramilitary structures by
deliberately guaranteeing impunity to many of the demobilised. Intermediate positions
emphasise that there is both continuation and differences in the way those groups operate.
Many of the new structures remain controlling the same territories as the AUC before, benefit
from the same illicit economies and some of their members or leaders are former AUC
commandants (Barrera 2020). However, there has been a certain deinstitutionalisation and de-
elitisation of paramilitarism and the counterinsurgent motives are mostly absent. The main
preoccupation is to ensure stability for their illicit and licit activities. This can be observed in
the usage of mechanisms like diversification, specialisation and subcontracting, cooperation or
pacts of non-aggression with other NSAGs, including guerrillas. Furthermore, in the national
discourse, the debate has been dominated by how to fight those groups and not about the
controversy of why they are not persecuted as has been the case with the predecessors (Barrera
2020). Nevertheless, the role of the state and public forces remains ambivalent as there is
complicity of state officials and members of the public forces on different levels and practices
such as violent lobbying and bribery remain prevalent (Barrera 2020; Gonzéalez Posso 2017).
For the rest of the thesis the term paramilitary successor organisations (PSOs) will be used to
refer to these groups.!’

The dynamics described above mark another change in the characterisation of the OoV on the
country level. Before, the relationship between paramilitaries and the state has been one of
closely intertwined cooperation, tolerance and reliance of the latter on the former in order to
fight the guerrilla. Now more recently, the state has been opposing some of the PSOs in a way
that was not seen before and internal disputes between leaders and middle man inhibit the

establishment of a national umbrella organisation. However, PSOs adapt constantly in their

7 For a more detailed comparison of the former paramilitary groups and the PSOs and their differences, see
Barrera (2020, 182-199). Additionally, the INDEPAZ has produced reports on the paramilitary complex, its
different dimensions and transformations, denominating the post-AUC-demobilisation groups as
narcoparamilitares, due to their strong connection to narcotrafficking and mentioned similarities with the former
paramilitaries (Gonzélez Posso 2017; Espitia Cueca et al. 2018).
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practices and there are still forms of cooperation or co-optation with state officials. Therefore,
depending on the subregional context, both forms of territorial OoV, either based on

competition or arrangements between NSAGs present can be found.

As mentioned before Santos, while maintaining the heavy military pressure early in his
presidency introduced by Uribe, he diverted from his predecessor in his perception of the
conflict. He acknowledged the underlying political motives of the FARC and began secret
conversations with the leadership in Havana in early 2012 (Hinojosa 2018; Rodriguez 2014).
The guerrilla had been weakened considerably and realised that it would not achieve its
ultimate goal of military victory over the state (Herbolzheimer 2016). The start of official peace
negotiations soon followed and led to an agreement in August 2016, which would be signed
and ratified on December 1 by the National Congress. The peace accords include agreements
for six main points: rural development and agrarian reform, political participation of
oppositional forces, conflict termination, a solution for the problem of illicit drugs, transitional
justice and victims and lastly the verification and implementation of the accords (n.a. 2022).
By the end of 2017, the process of demobilisation and disarmament was concluded; more than
13.000 FARC members handed in their weapons and started the process of reintegration, first
in camps at specific locations for security purposes (INDEPAZ 2021; Casey and Daniels 2017).
Additionally, the political party Fuerza Revolucionaria Alternativa del Comun (now Comunes)
was founded and granted seats in congress, marking the transformation of the guerrilla group

into an officially recognized opposition force (Reuters 2021).

After this peace process approximately 20-30 new subsequent structures developed, of which
some denominate themselves as the follow up to the demobilised FARC (Aguilera Pefia 2020).
Those groups are generally called FARC-dissidents and are classified by the Colombian
government as Residual Organized Armed Groups (Spanish acronym GAOr). This
categorization is not ideal as, according to INDEPAZ, 900 of the estimated 2500 members are
rearmed, 300 did not disarm (these are by definition dissidents) and 1300 are new recruits
(Espitia Cueca et al. 2018). To maintain consistency those groups are denominated FARC
successor fronts (FSFs) throughout the thesis. There are two larger networks of FSFs. The first
one to emerge was the network centred around Gentil Duarte in the Comando Conjunto
Oriental, who dissented from the peace process in 2016. In 2019, the second one, the Segunda
Marquetalia, was formed later by former FARC-members that saw the peace agreement as
broken by the Colombian state. It is important to note, however, that not all the FSFs belong to

one of these and also if they do, they still act in an independent way locally (Restrepo 2022).
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The high number of different fronts makes the phenomenon very complex. Their motivations
vary as well; some seem to be more political and informed by a leftist ideology, while others
are purely criminal organisations (Espitia Cueca et al. 2018). This shows how once again the
recent demobilisation process transformed the OoV configurations in marginal territories due
to the emergence of FSFs that maintain different relations with other NSAGs present.
INDEPAZ (Gonzalez Perafan, Cabezas Palacios, and Zimmermann 2021) describes how in

Putumayo they are competing with some, but cooperate with other NSAGs.

In terms of human security, the situation in Colombia has improved overall, for example a
reduction in homicides has been taking place since 2003 (Escobedo et al. 2016). With the start
of the peace negotiations, the effects on human security nationally expanded also on other
indicators of violence, such as victims of the armed conflict, dead combatants and violent
actions'®, Especially in the last year of negotiations when the FARC and the government parties
signed a bilateral agreement for the de-escalation of conflict, they fell to the lowest numbers
registered for 52 years (CERAC 2016). Five years after the signing of the peace accords,
evaluations show, however, that the situation of human security in the country is the worst
since the peace accords in 2016. According to the International Committee of the Red Cross,
the number of internally displaced persons, injured or killed as a result of violence has reached
its highest level in five years (ICRC 2022). One particular group that is targeted are human
rights defenders and social leaders; 1270 of them have been assassinated between the 24" of
November 2016 and the 23" of November 2021 (INDEPAZ 2021). Moreover, the same
geographic hotspots of violence during the armed conflict with the FARC are still the ones
most affected. The levels of homicide rose in areas with a high density of coca crops and
reintegrating ex-guerrilleros (Rios Sierra 2020). With the election of Ivan Duque in 2019, the
implementation of the accords is going rather slow due to the lack of political and financial
commitment (Otélvaro and Klinger 2020). The structural and institutional causes at the root of
the violence are not being resolved and the state was not able to establish its presence and fill
the power vacuum left in the areas where the FARC had become the governance entity. Instead,
different armed groups and criminal structures are now competing over the territory in order to
control illicit economies, which leads to the rise in numbers of violence indicators (Rios Sierra
2020).

18 The interviewees Hilda B. Molano Casas from COALICO, Leonardo Gonzélez from INDEPAZ, Maria del
Carmen (Carmenza) Mufioz Sdenz from CINEP reported this in our conversations.
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Conclusion

All in all, the probably most striking feature of the Colombian landscape of NSAGs, is its
complexity. The emergence of state-opposing, Marxist guerrilla groups triggered the formation
of first legal paramilitary groups to fight them, as the state did not have the capacity to face
them on its own. Even though if outlawed later on, the state continued to use the powerful
paramilitaries against the FARC and ELN. Furthermore, the emergence of drug trafficking
networks and the resulting profits altered the dynamics of the conflict considerably, as they
provided the means to finance expansion and armed struggle of the different NSAGs. This in
turn set the incentive for NSAGs to establish territorial control of areas and communities,
causing competition between the different actors — with detrimental consequences for the
human security of the civilian population. The new constitution of 1991 and the
decentralisation following also incentivised both guerrillas and paramilitaries in establishing

local control over the more independent municipalities and their resources.

The armed conflict entered a new phase with the election of Uribe, whose main goal was to
strengthen the state’s military capacity. Additionally, his administration negotiated the AUC’s
demobilisation. The heavy military confrontation of the guerrilla groups weakened the FARC
considerably leading to a peace agreement with them under Santos. However, both the process
by Uribe and Santos left behind new, more fragmented structures, the PSOs and FSFs,
additionally to the ELN. They continue to threaten the human security of local populations,
especially in certain marginal hotspots where they make up the governing entity and are in

active rivalry with other NSAGs or the state.

Consequently, OoV can be observed during the different periods. Throughout all of them the
principal triangle of state, paramilitaries and guerrillas is present, further complicated by the
presence of different organised crime groups with transnational characteristics. Due to Uribe’s
emphasis on military capacity, the Colombian state was able to establish itself nationally as the
dominant security leader. Even so, marginal regions where state presence is still weak continue
to exist. In these, NSAGs continue to exert control and more recently new configurations have
been formed due to the vacuum left by the FARC demobilisation and the emergence of FSFs,
adding yet again new NSAG-structures. This reconfiguration often has been marked by
competition or persecution by the state resulting in detrimental consequences for human

security.
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3. Chapter: The case of Arauca — Caught between militarization

and non-state armed group rivalries
Chapter 3 will analyse the specific reconfiguration of the NSAGs after the FARC

demobilisation in one of the regional hotspots today — the department Arauca at the Venezuelan
border. Section 1 will provide some information about the department and its Oligopoly of
Violence configuration before 2017. The next sections will analyse the reconfiguration of it
after 2017, which includes the relationship between the NSAGs (section 3.2.) but also with the
Colombian and Venezuelan military (section 3.3.). Finally, the impact of that reconfiguration

on the human security of local populations will be assessed in section 3.4.

3.1. Zooming in: Background information and the Oligopoly of Violence
before 2017

The department Arauca is located in the extreme north of Colombia’s Orinoquia region also
called Llanos Orientales (see Map 1). The department is subdivided into seven municipalities
Saravena, Fortul, Tame, Arauquita, Puerto Rondon, Arauca and Cravo Norte (see Map 2). The
Arauca River marks the border with the Venezuelan department Apure for the municipalities

Saravena, Arauquita and Arauca.
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The oil industry is of special economic importance for the department, and its presence has
played a crucial role in the armed conflict. The oil field Cafio Limon, located in Arauca and
Arauquita, was discovered in 1983 and attracted national, international and public as well as
private investments. The oil extracted there is transported via the longest Colombian pipeline
Cafo Limon — Covefias until the port Coverfias in the department Sucre (FIP 2014). Map 3
provides an overview of the pipelines in the region. The Bicentenario pipeline also passes
through the Arauca.
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Map 3: Colombia’s oil pipelines (Portafolio 2017)
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Historically, the department has been highly affected by the armed conflict, also reflected in
the fact that four municipalities are classified as such in the peace accords and as a result receive
support in the form of Territorially Focused Development Plans, which are part of the peace
agreement with the FARC (El Espectador 2021b). There are various factors that make Arauca
an attractive territory for NSAGs. Its location at the VVenezuelan border provides NSAGs with
the possibility to use Venezuelan territory as a rear-guard area and to “tax” drug and arms
trafficking across the border, besides other forms of contraband (VIU 2021). Even more
important is the presence of the petroleum industry because NSAGs constantly extort the
companies and carry out attacks on infrastructure and kidnap company members. These
practices have been a crucial source of finance for NSAGs, especially the ELN and to a lesser
extent the FARC.!® The systematisation of extortion of oil companies and the resulting
deviation of the profits from that sector have been contributing to the prolongation of the armed

conflict, ever since its discovery.?

Especially since Uribe’s administration, the state's response to these problems has been an
extreme militarization of the department in order to protect the oil infrastructure and the
extracting companies. Approximately 9.600 troops are stationed, with an average of 34,2
military members for 1000 inhabitants which surpasses the national average by 300% (Editor
Medellin 2022). Militarization does not benefit the population and border villages are often left
without any protection. Despite the richness in oil and the profits derived from it, the population
living in Arauca is still neglected by the state and lacks access to basic services in health,
education and infrastructure (Aponte Gonzalez and Gonzalez Gonzalez 2021; Idler 2019).
There are also abuses happening that are committed by the public forces against the
populations, due to the fact that most of the soldiers perceive the people of Arauca merely as a
bunch of allies to the ELN (VerdadAbierta 2022). The consequences for the population are
constant stigmatization, mass detentions and incidences of sexual and gender-based violence
(FIP 2014).

The first NSAG that arrived in Arauca was the ELN. They needed to reorganise after being
heavily debilitated by the state military operation Anori against them in 1973. They established

their presence also established in Cesar and Norte de Santander. The Frente Domingo Lain

19 For a historical overview of attacks of the ELN on the oil infrastructure and the motivations behind them see
the report “El ELN y la Industria Petrolera: Ataques a la Infraestructura en Arauca” (FIP 2015).

20 Not only the NSAGs use it to their benefit, also local politicians divert funds, levels of corruption are very
high and people working in the department’s administration are often not sufficiently qualified to do so. That is
why resources do not arrive where they are needed, e.g. in education, infrastructure and culture (FIP 2014;
2015).
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(FDL) has been the principal structure in Arauca.?! It belongs to the most powerful subdivision
of the ELN, the Frente de Guerra Oriental (FIP 2014). During the 1980s and 1990s, the ELN
achieved a significant expansion and consolidation made possible by the profits derived from
practices against the oil sector. The group was able to establish its presence in all municipalities
of Arauca and basically established itself as the main governance actor, controlling the public,
social, political and economic order (Celi 2022; Aponte Gonzalez and Gonzélez Gonzalez
2021). Since the 1980s their presence also extended into the Venezuelan department Apure.
With a restructuring in the past ten years, they established themselves as the hegemonic
governance actor among the local communities and they managed to expand their presence
beyond Apure (Leon et al. 2012; Aponte Gonzalez and Gonzalez Gonzalez 2021; VIU 2018a).

The FARC expanded their presence to Arauca shortly after the ELN and took the municipality
Fortul in 1980, establishing the Frente 10, which by the end of the decade would be divided,
leading to the emergence of the Frente 45. During 1990, the FARC would become more mobile
and expand its presence all over the department and across the border. Notably, Venezuela also
had its own guerrilla, the Fuerzas Bolivarianas de Liberacion (FBL). For a long time, the three
guerrilla groups coexisted and cooperated sometimes (ldler 2019). Even if both groups were
hegemonic in certain municipalities, the ELN especially in Fortul and Saravena, and the FARC
in Puerto Ronddén and Cravo Norte, in most of the municipalities both guerrillas were
coexisting (Aponte Gonzélez and Gonzélez Gonzalez 2021). However in 1998, with the
expansion of coca crop cultivation and drug trafficking, the FARC managed to consolidate
itself and started to challenge the predominant ELN in order to capture extortion profits as well
(FIP 2014).

During the 1990s, the paramilitaries tried to establish their presence in Arauca, but the
guerrillas successfully prevented that, due to the considerate support of their social bases. Later
in 2000, the AUC arrived in Arauca with the Bloque Vencedores de Arauca (BVA). The BVA
confronted both the FARC and ELN leading to an intensification of the conflict, especially in
Saravena and Arauquita, which hindered the expansion process of the FARC and led to a higher
presence of the ELN in Venezuela. However, the paramilitaries were never able to establish a
hegemonic presence in the department and only controlled parts of the Southern municipalities
of Tame, Cravo Norte and Puerto Rondon. Finally, with the AUC demobilisation process under
Uribe, the BVA demobilised in December 2005 (FIP 2014). With the demobilisation, a

21 Other present structures of the ELN in Arauca have been the Frente Efrain Pabon, Columna Adonay Ardilla
and the compafiias Siméatoca and Capitdn Pomares (OPDHDIH 2002).
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reconfiguration of actors took place and some paramilitary successor organisations (PSOs),
such as the Aguilas Negras, the Ejército Revolucionario Popular Antisubversivo de Colombia
(ERPAC) and ex-BVA combatants, would concentrate their presence in Tame, Saravena and
Arauca. However, due to the historic hegemony of the guerrillas, PSOs’ presence ended in

2013 (FIP 2014).

The disappearance of the BVA also led to a sharpening of the confrontations between the
FARC and ELN, which had started in 1998. From March 2006 until November 2010, the two
guerrillas engaged in brutal confrontations between them, both in Arauca and Apure, further
complicated by the participation of the Venezuelan FBL. The FBL in its early days has closely
worked together with the ELN. Today it identifies the ELN rather as competition (VIU 2018a).
The period was perceived as the most violent by inhabitants of Arauca and produced more
displacement in the department than the brutal paramilitary incursion between 2001 and 2003.
The war ended in 2010 with a non-aggression pact, called “No more confrontation between
revolutionaries”. The Araucan territory, as well as parts of Apure, were divided between the
two Colombian guerrillas. Over time those divisions would become less strict and in 2014 the
FARC and ELN even formulated a manual of rules for the local populations together and
started to cooperate again against state forces (ldler 2019; VerdadAbierta 2011).%
Nevertheless, Map 4 provides an indication of the hegemonic territorial presence of each group

in 2013 — green areas imply ELN presence, brown areas FARC presence.

22 The author Anette Idler (2019, 130-143), as well as VerdadAbierta (2011), produced detailed analyses of the
dynamics of the confrontation between the Colombian guerrillas and their consequences for human security and
the negotiations for an end of the war.
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Map 4: Presence of guerrilla groups in Arauca in 2013 (FIP 2014)

All in all, the department Arauca mirrors the complexity of Colombia’s landscape of NSAGs
and the armed conflict. Every type of group has been present at some point. In Arauca there
has always been a territorial oligopoly present with its further characterizations differing. The
relationship between the military and both guerrillas always has been one of rivalry. Between
the guerrilla groups ELN and FARC, the OoV was based on an arrangement first. Both groups
coexisted and had their municipalities where the presence of one group would be stronger.
Except for a short disruption in 1998, that relationship was maintained to counter the arrival of
the paramilitaries via the BVA and a stronger state presence with Plan Colombia in 2000
(Aponte Gonzélez and Gonzalez Gonzalez 2021). With the demobilisation of the BV A in 2005,
the conflict between the two guerrillas resumed, transforming their relationship into one of
open rivalry, making the conditions of human security of the populations even worse than they

had been before.

During the FARC’s demobilisation process, peace negotiations with the ELN, which had been
announced before, finally started in 2017. Both developments lead to substantial decreases in
violence indicators. With the end of the negotiations,?® the expansion of the ELN and the
emergence of the FARC successor front (FSF) Frente 10 — Martin Villa (F10-MV), pressures

against the populations rose again.

2 The reason for the end of the peace negotiations with the ELN was that the group exerted a bomb attack on a
police academy in Barranquilla, which killed seven police officers (Acosta 2018).
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3.2. The reconfiguration of the Oligopoly of Violence after the FARC

demobilisation

Since the demobilisation of the FARC, there have been especially two NSAGs that
consolidated their presence in Arauca and Apure: the FDL, belonging to the ELN, and the F10-
MV. As mentioned before, the FDL has had a long-established presence in both Arauca and
Apure the department for various decades. It has established itself as a governance actor,
regulating the communities’ behaviour (Celi 2022). Consequently, during the last months of
2017 and the beginning of 2018, the ELN took over the zones that before the demobilisation
of the FARC have been under FARC control. At the same time, the group also consolidated its
presence and influence further in Venezuela, beyond Apure, using it as a rear-guard zone
(Cajiao 2018).

At some point between three and six different FSFs have been present. The F10-MV is the
most important one and emerged from one of the actual FARC fronts, the Frente 10. In
December 2016, fifteen members of that FARC front left the reintegration camp located in
Arauquita due to their disagreement with the peace agreement and founded the F10-MV. In the
beginning, they mainly operated on Venezuelan ground in La Victoria, but by May 2018 the
group was active in almost all of Arauca’s seven municipalities, except Cravo Norte (Cabezas
Palacios, Rondon Molina, and Gonzélez Perafan 2020; Alvarez Vanegas, Pardo Calderén, and
Cajiao Vélez 2018; Cajiao 2018; Defensoria del Pueblo 2018c).

Furthermore, the relationship between the two types of NSAGs changed significantly over
time. Once the F10-MV had established itself as the main FSF in Arauca it maintained a non-
aggression pact with the ELN and they even cooperated with each other in illicit activities
across the border (VIU 2018b; Cajiao 2022; Cabezas Palacios, Rondén Molina, and Gonzalez
Perafan 2020). Directly after the demobilisation of the FARC only sporadic clashes would take
place between the FSFs and the ELN (Posada 2022). Over time, according to VerdadAbierta
(2022), the ELN had been asked to exert governance by the population in Arauca as the F10-
MV had behaved quite violently towards the civilian population. The selective homicides of
F10-MV members had been the first reaffirmations of power and governance authority. In
addition, the F10-MV belongs to the larger network of FSFs and its Comando Conjunto
Oriental that follow the leader Gentil Duarte (Restrepo 2022), which puts them into a position
of rivalry against the members of FSFs belonging to Ivan Marquez’s Segunda Marquetalia. In
September 2021, the latter tried to expel the F10-MV from Apure, but the F10-MV was able
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to push it back and Killed three of the Segunda Marquetalia’s main leaders in December of the
same year. The ELN had remained outside of these confrontations at first, as it had cooperated
with both FSF networks (Posada 2022; Posada and Garcia 2021; VIU 2018b; InsightCrime
2021). Map 5 provides an indication of the presence of the different NSAGs in Apure.?*

Guerrilla Presence in Apure insightcrime.org

* This map shows the approximate locations where these groups are known to
operate. It does not necessarily represent the specific locations of their forces.
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Map 5: NSAGs presence in Apure (VIU 2021)

This relation changed roughly at the end of 2021, confirming the predictions of the Defensoria
del Pueblo (2018c; 2021), which has been warning that the agreement between the F10-MV
and ELN is very fragile and foresaw strong confrontations between the two groups. Ultimately,
this is exactly what has been happening. During the first weeks of 2022, selective homicides
of F10-MV members were committed by the FDL, followed by open disputes with serious
humanitarian consequences for the Araucan communities. There are various explanations put
forward of why the fragile coexistence turned into heavy confrontations. The Colombian
government reduces it to a conflict for the control of routes for narcotrafficking (VerdadAbierta
2022).

24 See Chapter 2 “Apure’s Proxy War” of a recent investigation by InSight Crime’s Venezuela Investigative Unit
(VIU 2021) on the development of the rivalry between the F10-MV and the Segunda Marquetalia in Apure.
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While this might partially explain the situation, much more is at stake for the NSAGs. First and
foremost, the competition for territorial and social control of the border department is important
for all kinds of illicit activities such as contraband across the river into Venezuela and extortion
from which both groups want to benefit (Celi 2022; VerdadAbierta 2022). Moreover, with the
strengthening of the F10-MV, the discrepancies between the two groups became more and
more pronounced (Cajiao 2022). The two NSAGs have different opinions on coca crop
cultivation in Arauca. Notably, Arauca has been free from coca crops approximately since 2018
(UNODC 2021; Gobernacion de Arauca 2018). Voluntarily local populations eradicated all
illicit crops, a process the FDL supported due to its historic disapproval of coca leaf cultivation
(Cajiao 2018). The government’s coca crop substitution programme also assisted during that
process (FIP 2019). The F10-MV, however, wants to introduce cultivation again (Restrepo
2022).

Another reason could be that the F10-MV feels confident to confront the ELN after the
successful attacks against the Segunda Marquetalia — rumours exist that the FSF has killed
various ELN members (Collazos 2022; Posada 2022).2° Having in mind the cooperation
between the Segunda Marquetalia and ELN, this seems reasonable. Ultimately it probably was
an interplay of all these factors that led to the confrontations contributing to a new wave of
violence in Arauca and Apure with deteriorating consequences for the human security of the

civilian population (see section 3.4.).

With the emergence and consolidation of the FSFs and the disappearance of the FARC, the
oligopoly of violence configuration in Arauca and Apure changed. It remains a territorial
oligopoly as all NSAGs and also the state, strive for the exertion of territorial and social control.
Right after the FARC demobilisation, the NSAGs avoided conflict with each other and opted
for coexistence. With increasing consolidation, violence is used in a selective way and
sporadically to show their claim for power and governance. Once, however, the F10-MV
became stronger they decided to become a direct rival of the ELN. The goal is to gain control
over territories, border crossings and populations in order to benefit from the profits that can
be derived via extortion and contraband. Also, other differences play into this conflict, further
complicated by the FSFs from the Segunda Marquetalia which also try to gain influence along

the profitable border. Nevertheless, according to VerdadAbierta (2022) and the interviewees

% Also the fact that according to PARES (Restrepo 2022) the F10-MV has been supported in those confrontations
by the FSF Frente 28, based in the neighbouring department Casanare, corroborates this.
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Leonardo Gonzalez?®, Juan Diego Posada®’ and Andrés Cajiao®® the ELN is the most powerful
NSAG in Arauca and Apure.

3.3. Non-state armed groups and the Colombian and Venezuelan military

Another important armed actor in OoV is the state military. As mentioned before Arauca has
been heavily militarised ever since the discovery of oil in the department. The public forces
have been the principal opponent of the former FARC, ELN and now the FSFs. Military and
police units are, for example, targets of aggressive actions with explosives, ambushes and
sporadic hostilities by the ELN (Jimenez and Cabezas Palacios 2020). To address the new
configurations and continued attacks of NSAGs on the public forces and on each other,
Duque’s administration focused on a military response. In the end of 2017, three new battalions
were created to operate in the rural zones of Saravena, Fortul and Tame (VerdadAbierta 2018).
In 2019, Arauca was pronounced a Strategic Zone of Integral Integration, installing two new
military bases and an additional police station (Redaccién Trochando 2020). The consolidation
of the military in these zones means also that they will penetrate the civilian institutions,
militarising civilian life further (Editor Medellin 2022). In 2022 with the recent surge in
confrontations, Duque’s defence minister decided to deploy 600 additional soldiers and to

increase the compensations for high-level NSAG members in Arauca (Semana 2022).

The public forces are of course not only stationed in the department to show their presence, but
also to conduct operations against the NSAG or are attacked by the latter. According to the
interviewed investigator Andrés Cajiao, the attacks on the Colombian armed forces have
become less due to two factors. Firstly, the NSAGs are recently more focused on the conflict
between themselves. Secondly, the military capacity of the state is definitely higher and they
cannot win in open combat against it. That is why they, when attacking public forces, rather
have relied on using snipers, ambush attacks and bomb attacks on military infrastructure. These
actions require less military power. However, the presence of public forces concentrates at the
petrol infrastructure and in urban areas, leaving rural areas and their people without any
protection NSAG (HRW 2020). Additionally, when the NSAGs escape to Apure, where the

% Interviewed online via Zoom 28™ of April 2022, Coordinator of the observatory of human rights at INDEPAZ
27 Interviewed online via Zoom 3" of May 2022, now editor and former investigator at InSight Crime

28 Interviewed together with Paula Andrea Tobo Caviedes online via Zoom 7™ of April 2022, investigator at the
Fundacion Ideas para la Paz (FIP)
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ELN even receives support of the Venezuelan government, Colombian forces are unable to
persecute them (VerdadAbierta 2022).

In April 2022, Colombian troops attacked the F10-MV, killing five of its members (Loaiza
2022). At the same time, there are allegations, coming from the communities, that have been
affected by attacks from the F10-MV and the Frente 28 — Antonio Medina, that these two FSFs
receive some kind of support from the Colombian armed forces. Both belong to Gentil Duarte’s
Comando Conjunto Oriental. The interviewee Henry Cuervo Castillo?®, made a similar

statement:

“What you see in the language they use, in their press releases, in their actions; they are
organisations with limited political formation. They do not have a coherent proposal or
vision for the country. For a supposedly revolutionary organisation, these guys have a
strange position — a position that makes one believe that they are actually infiltrated by

the intelligence organisms of the military forces.”*

Illustrative of these descriptions is an attack on the 20" of January in 2022 in Saravena. A car
bomb exploded in front of the headquarters of various social organizations, heavily affecting
the infrastructure of the building and four persons. First, the F10-MV was made responsible,
later with a video message the Frente 28 — Antonio Medina took responsibility, stating that
board presidents and social leaders must be killed (Redaccién Trochando 2022). However,
other newspapers indicated the F10-MV as the perpetrator (Redaccion EI Tiempo 2022). One
should also not forget that the Frente 28 — Antonio Medina and the F10-MV belong to the same
network of Gentil Duarte. Moreover, the F10-MV has threatened various organisations, among
the ones attacked in Saravena, that they will be punished for collaborating with the ELN
(amerika21 2022). This justification for the attacks has also often been used by the Colombian

military when attacking or detaining civilians, as explained by Cuervo Castillo.®!

Due to the long-established presence on Venezuelan ground in Apure and the usage of the zone
as a very important rear-guard area for Colombian NSAGs, recent developments including the
Venezuelan military are of considerable importance as well. In the past the Venezuelan

government, especially under Chavez, held a connection with the former FARC and viewed

2 Interviewed online via Zoom 12" of May 2022, Co-founder of CNAI and coordinator of the observatory of the
armed conflict and post-conflict

30 Quote from the interview with Henry Cuervo Castillo, translation mine.

31 Interviewed online via Zoom 12" of May 2022, Co-founder of CNAI and coordinator of the observatory of the
armed conflict and post-conflict
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them as ideological allies (VIU 2018a). Also, the ELN has been tolerated by Nicolas Maduro
and his government until today and has benefitted from this significantly. Their bases in Apure
are their ultimate sanctuary from where they can plan and prepare their consolidation.
Arguably, this stronghold in Venezuela is an important reason why the ELN is not engaging in

peace negotiations with the Colombian government.

Furthermore, Venezuelan public forces seem to have instructions to support the rebels
logistically. With the Bolivarian National Guard, the group engages in criminal cooperation in
smuggling and contraband (VIU 2018a). Here the network structure known as the Cartel de
los Soles is crucial. It consists of trafficking cells that are embedded in military and police
forces that used to be directed by politicians. Since 2013, it has become more fragmented and
a more self-regulated system.3? Nevertheless, it does rely on the ELN as the guerrilla controls

key routes across the border (InsightCrime 2022).

Similarly, as for the ELN, the FARC had also made use of Apure as one of their principal bases
in the border region. The F10-MV used to maintain these pre-established connections and
cooperation with the network and Venezuelan public forces as well. However, their
relationship of cooperation has been deteriorating since September 2020 and turned into heavy
confrontations after Maduro declared that the F10-MV had abused Venezuela’s hospitality
(VIU 2021). Consequently, the Venezuelan forces are trying to expel the FSF and have been
attacking it in various operations between January 2021 and May 2021, with little success
however. At some point the NSAG managed to capture Venezuelan soldiers that were released
after the military withdrew from la Victoria (VIU 2021; El Espectador 2021a). The relationship
looks different for the FSFs belonging to the Segunda Marquetalia. Their leader lvan Marquez
has maintained high-level connections reaching Caracas, which leads to the assumption that
the Venezuelan military is helping the Segunda Marquetalia in their conflict with the network
of Gentil Duarte, represented by the F10-MV in Arauca and Apure (VIU 2021).

These recent developments have shown that the relationship between the two states’ public
forces and the NSAGs have changed within the oligopoly of violence. The former alliance
between the F10-MV and the Venezuelan military broke down, while they might have become
infiltrated or connected to the Colombian military. The Venezuelan government is committed

to reinstall the power balance that existed before with the FARC by supporting the Segunda

32 The Cartel de los Soles plays an important role for Maduro’s regime, as it is used to reward loyal militaries with
their placement in regions with opportunities for enrichment via illicit economies (InsightCrime 2022).
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Marquetalia. It wants to re-establish its position as the dominant security leader in Apure. This
has proven to be difficult. All these developments certainly benefited the ELN. They continue
to receive support from the Venezuelan government, while their rival, the F10-MV, needs to
defend against it. In Arauca, the Colombian state maintains the position of the dominant
security leader, at least in areas of economic importance and urban centres. Here neither the
ELN nor the F10-MV are able to defeat the state militaries. Nevertheless, that does not mean
that the ELN is not the main governance actor, exerting considerable control of the territory

and social life of the communities, especially in rural areas.

3.4. The consequences for human security of the interplay of the new

Oligopoly of Violence and militarization

Historically, the population in Arauca and Apure has been suffering a lot under the
consequences of the different developments in the armed conflict and reconfigurations of its
OoV. Therefore, it is not surprising that the recent dynamics and clashes also have affected the
communities’ human security. How exactly those unfold and are affected by current events
such as the COVID-19 pandemic and the Venezuelan migration crisis will be explained with
some examples in this section. Due to the scope of the thesis, it is not elaborated on all types
of consequences for human security in detail. Instead, particular dynamics that were
highlighted by the interviewees, are discussed and explained more precisely.

“It is necessary to understand that when a new actor arrives to impose new norms, there
is always an exercise of more violence. In Arauca, with the process of expansion of the
ELN to former FARC zones, there were certain pressures exerted against social leaders,

which also included assassinations.””?

This quote by Andrés Cajiao indicates what happened shortly after the demobilisation of the
FARC in Arauca. With the consolidation of the ELN and F10-MV and their aim to establish
social control, a rise in homicides can be observed in 2018 in Arauca, similar to levels between
2011 and 2013. The homicides often were of selective nature, targeting robbers, drug
consumers, Venezuelan migrants and social leaders; in short, people who in the eyes of the
ELN or the F10-MV did not comply with their social rules or norms (FIP 2019; HRW 2020).

According to the interviewed investigator, social leaders are specifically targeted because “they

33 Quote by Andrés Cajiao, translation above mine.
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are a kind of intermediary, the person who stands in between the community and the armed

actor, they are the interlocutor facing the armed actor.””

Additionally, other human security threats such as extortion and kidnapping, forced
disappearance, accidents and incidents with antipersonnel mines, forced recruitment, gender-
based sexual violence, forced displacement and confinement are effects on the civilian
population and result from NSAGs rule and attacks directed against the public forces. All of
this has been foreseen and registered by the Defensoria del Pueblo (2018a; 2018b; 2018c) in
the aftermath of the demobilisation. A report by Human Rights Watch (HRW 2020) confirms

this for both departments Arauca and Apure and documents incidents of forced labour as well.

Homicide rates in Arauca correlate with what has been indicated in the conducted interviews
in general and the elaboration of killings of social leaders by Andrés Cajiao®; in 2015 with the
cease-fire that was part of the peace negotiations 96 homicides were registered in Arauca. In
2018 and 2019, this number rose to 160 and 161, respectively (HRW 2020).

With the clashes between the F10-MV and the ELN that started in January 2022, the human
security situation deteriorated further. Only in the first week of January, 27 people were killed
in the confrontations and this triggered a wave of forced displacement (VerdadAbierta 2022).
The number of killed people rose to 146 at the end of April (Colprensa 2022). End of March
2022, HRW (2022) reported 3860 internally displaced people in Arauca and more than 3300
people fleeing from Venezuela to Arauca and Vichada because of the clashes.®

The militarized response to the NSAGs by the Colombian state has two principal human
security threats to communities that arise with increased militarization. On the one hand, there
are the abuses committed by the public forces themselves, mentioned before in section 2.3 and
3.1., such as the falsos positivos scandal for example, and the persecution and shooting of
civilians (HRW 2020).

On the other hand, the decision to locate military and police bases close to civilian institutions
such as the town hall, schools and churches, turns into another human security threat. It leads
to collateral damage inflicted on civilians in attacks between the public forces and the NSAGs.
The communities themselves report that they feel that they are at higher risk with a rise in state

34 Quote by Andrés Cajiao, translation above mine.

35 Interviewed together with Paula Andrea Tobo Caviedes, online via Zoom 7™ of April 2022, investigator at the
Fundacion Ideas para la Paz (FIP)

% The clashes between the F10-MV and the Venezuelan military have similar consequences for the population of
Apure. More than 2000 people have been displaced and killings and kidnappings happened as well. For more
information see Fundaredes (2022).
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military presence. According to the interviewee Hilda B. Molano Casas ¥/, this is not done to
benefit or protect the local communities as proclaimed by the state, but puts them in great
danger. The resulting close interaction of military or police personnel with children, for
example, during recreation days or the presence of soldiers at schools, makes them an indirect

target for NSAGs. The following statement by Molano Casas explains why that is the case:

“Why should the armed actors believe that the public forces are only there to protect the
population? Why should they not assume that they are collecting intelligence? Why
should they not assume that the children are auxiliaries of the [NSAG]? The armed actor
believes that the children might pass on valuable intelligence information about them
onto the militaries. And, well, the idea is that we are at war, so [the NSAGs] attack to

prevent this.”38

She mentioned two incidents, one in Arauca, which illustrates this whole problem very
precisely. Our interview took place in May and just two months before in March, a cylinder
bomb attack by an NSAG had been carried out against the police station in Saravena, which is
located close to the municipality’s public school. Also, the school building was affected by the
bombing, luckily no child died. As a consequence, the school needed to be closed because the
security of the students and professors could not be guaranteed. This specific example is
representative for many incidents where civilians were afflicted by NSAG attacks because they
were close to state military infrastructure or troops — and the outcomes are not always so
fortunate (Idler 2019; VerdadAbierta 2022).

Two important recent events that have had implications for the human security of local
populations and have been intertwining with the armed conflict dynamics are the COVID-19
pandemic and the Venezuelan migration crisis. Both these events have put people in a very
difficult humanitarian situation of which the NSAGs take advantage. Firstly, with the measures
to contain the spread of COVID-19 also schools were closed. This had particularly negative
consequences for child recruitment. Being out of school exposes children to the NSAGs. Many
families do not have access to the internet to continue with online classes and the armed groups
persuade children promising access to money, motorbikes and women (Charles 2022).
According to Hilda Molano, COALICO registered the highest number of child recruitment

since 2013 after the first five months of lockdown.

37 Interviewed online via Zoom 2" of May 2022, coordinator of the secretariat of COALICO
38 Quote by Hilda B. Molano Casas, translation above mine.
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Secondly, the interviewee Maria del Carmen (Carmenza) Mufioz Saenz® explained that the
NSAGs control trochas (unofficial border crossings) and charge for moving across the border.
Additionally, they abduct or recruit migrants and subject them to forced labour, often in illicit
economies. A report by Human Rights Watch (2020) confirms these abuses. Gender-based

sexual violence against migrants also has been reported (Zulver and Idler 2020).

Thirdly, the ELN used the migration crisis and the insufficient assistance by the Colombian
government to reassert their governance authority. In Arauca that takes a particular form, which
was explained by the interviewee Hilda Molano®. The ELN would wait on the Colombian side
of the border for the migrants, welcome them and offer humanitarian assistance with food,
clothing and a place to rest. Apart from a message of solidarity, they acted in that way to
persuade Venezuelans to join their organisation. This is a clear demonstration of their territorial
control in Arauca and being close to the migrant population helps to gain their support.
Nevertheless, it exposes the population to dangerous situations and it is questionable that the
support to the guerrilla group is offered fully voluntarily, considering the abuses conducted

against the civilians.

3 Interviewed online via Zoom 27th April 2022, responsible for the project Escuela de Paz y Convivencia
Ciudadana from CINEP
0 Interviewed online via Zoom 2™ of May 2022, coordinator of the secretariat of COALICO
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Conclusion

The analysis has shown that in Arauca the vertical state order has transformed into a horizontal
order with various NSAGs and public forces competing for the territoral control over the
department’s territory. Arauca’s territorial oligopoly of violence has seen considerable

alterations since the demobilisation of FARC.

The ELN and the F10-MV quickly established their influence in former FARC territory
following the demobilization of the latter. The non-aggression pact signed between the two
NSAGs, broke down at the end of 2021 resulting in heavy clashes between the two groups. In
response to the NSAG’s reconfiguration, the government of President Duque militarized
Arauca even further. Consequently, the oligopoly is marked by rivalry between these violent
actors, even though observations made by representatives from social organizations and by the
interviewee Henry Cuervo Castillo suggest that some factions of the FSFs might be infiltrated

by parts of the state military.

For decades, all NSAGs have been using the Venezuelan state Apure as a rear-guard area,
establishing themselves as transnational actors. With the encouragement of the presence of the
Colombian NSAGs, a long-term relationship between the Colombian guerrillas and the
Venezuelan public forces emerged. This relationship also transformed after the FARC
demobilisation and differs for the different NSAGs. While the ELN and the Segunda
Marquetalia receive support from the Venezuelan military, which is intertwined with the
Cartel de los Soles, the F10-MV has been persecuted by the military since the deterioration of

their relationship with the Venezuelan government in September 2020.

The impact of the reconfigured oligopoly of violence and the militarization of Arauca have
detrimental consequences for the personal human security of local populations. The takeover
of former FARC territory by the ELN resulted in homicides of social leaders and members of
the population who did not comply with the clandestine social order established by the rebel
group. Civilians became collateral damage of violent clashes between the ELN and the F10-
MV. The confrontations also led to a spike in forced displacement and homicides. Extreme
militarization by the state has also served to compound insecurity in the region as civilians have
suffered at the hands of the public forces themselves. The close ubication of military and police
stations to civilian institutions has made them an indirect target of NSAGs. Moreover, the

Venezuelan migration crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic create additional pressures and have
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left migrants and children very exposed to recruitment, forced labour and abductions by
NSAGs.

The options for further research are endless. An analysis of the impact of reconfigurations in
other regions of the country are likely to show very different OoV. From an actor-oriented
approach, the role of local communities, and social leaders would be a fascinating focus for

future research.

On the 19" of June 2022, the Colombian people elected the country’s first left-wing President
Gustavo Petro, who, himself is a former guerrilla member of the M-19, and the first Afro-
Colombian female vice president Francia Marquez (NBC News 2022). This disrupts twenty
years of right-wing conservative hegemony, or ‘Uribismo’ (the political movement, that
followed after Uribe’s administration from 2002-2010). In a country of rising insecurity and
where almost fifty per cent of the population live in poverty, the people of Colombia are
demanding change (Janetsky 2022).

Petro’s administration seems to represent this change. The President-elect has announced that
he will resume peace negotiations with the ELN and will apply the necessary pressure on
criminal NSAGs such as the Gulf Clan to surrender their arms. The ELN has responded
positively to this call, and the FSF-network of Ivan Méarquez, the Segunda Marquetalia, has
called for the initiation of negotiations, proclaiming the onset of “unstoppable change”
(Martinez 2022). The killing of Gentil Duarte in May 2022 has sparked widespread uncertainty
in terms of the structure and future of the network; will this lead to its fragmentation? (Dalby
and Villalba 2022). In territories most affected by the conflict, the new government has plans to
engage with local and regional social organisations to make decisions regarding recent
reconfiguration of NSAGs and changing security dynamics (La Silla Llena 2022). This lies in
stark contrast to the historically militarised response by the Colombian state. Petro’s campaign
reveals public will to change tactics; military presence alone is not enough to deconstruct the
violent power structures which arise with OoV as is the case in Arauca. Firstly, the number of
NSAGs must be reduced, preferably peacefully, and their rule replaced with institutional state

presence for the communities.

In the week following his election, Petro initiated communications with Maduro; expressing
plans to resume diplomatic and economic relations and to re-open the border to improve the
human security of those living along the border lines (Torrado 2022). Depending on how

successfully the relations between the countries can be re-established, there might be a way to
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address the myriad of NSAGs present at the border in joint action. It remains to be seen how
much of the promised change Petro’s administration will be able to realise. Significant will be
the reaction of the criminal NSAGs that are interested in the maintenance of the disorder to
benefit from illicit economies as well. For Arauca the advances in the negotiation process with

the ELN and the future development of Duarte’s FSF-network will be decisive.
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