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	The FARC’s Political Roadmap: From Insurgency to Criminalized Political Party?


	Douglas Farah


	The chances the Colombian government’s ongoing peace negotiations with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) will end with the guerrillas morphing into a political party willing and able to participate in the democratic process of Colombia and play by the rules of participatory democracy are iffy at best.


	This is because the FARC, a Marxist insurgency that endured more than 50 years by developing thriving clandestine structures that became highly criminalized and enormously profitable, is not required to dismantle those structures in the peace process.


	Key leaders of other Latin American revolutionary movements that successfully kept their clandestine structures intact – particularly the Communist Party faction of the Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN) in El Salvador and the Ortega wing of the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) in Nicaragua – are the FARC’s most important advisers in the negotiations, and their clandestine structures have today grown into some of the most powerful criminal organizations in Central America.


	These advisers, who still define themselves in their internal writings as Leninists, believe that the Marxist revolution must continue by whatever means available, much as the FARC believes. Having lost the war militarily, the FARC is now shifting to economic and political warfare, not with the idea of playing a constructive democratic role but with the goal of taking power then holding it in perpetuity following the path trod by Fidel Castro, Hugo Chávez, Daniel Ortega, and Evo Morales.


	While couched in ideological terms, the revolution they now preach has devolved into the corrupted, failed models of Chávez in Venezuela and Cristina Fernández de Kirchner in Argentina: once vibrant economies with weak institutions and corrupt political elites that were transformed into failed economies run by functioning criminal enterprises and selective and political application of the law.


	The FARC model borrows from the experiences several revolutionary movements that were far more successful in field than the Colombian group was, but wandered in the political wilderness for years because, at least in their own analysis, they could not compete financially with the traditional parties. In this analysis the FMLN in El Salvador didn’t gain electoral power for 27 years because of the lack of funds, not ideological bankruptcy and significant internal corruption. The FSLN was out of power 17 years not because of Ortega’s authoritarian and anti-democratic behavior but because the party had not taken over enough of the government’s resources when it had complete control of the government.


	The FARC has the experience of its allies in the Bolivarian Revolution, who triumphed in Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia, Nicaragua, El Salvador and Suriname. The model is based on the overarching theory, enunciated by Cuba’s Castro, that the time for armed revolution in Latin America had passed. This may seem surprising, given that Castro had long supported armed revolutionary movements in Latin America and Africa.


	But Castro, ever the realist, came to the realization that armed struggle was no longer the only, nor even desireable path to power and specifically warned Bolivia’s Evo Morales in 2003, as well as the FARC and other allies that the real road to enduring power was that ultimately successfully pioneered by Chávez and his acolytes:

	
		Delegitimize corrupt and inefficient democratic governments through massive civil unrest and selective violence;
	
		Win elections with a broad coalition and call for a “refounding” of the state based on rewriting the constitution and making alternance in power untenable for the opposition;
	
		Drive out all the moderates from the governing party and label those who resist veering toward authoritarianism as “traitors” and “counter-revolutionaries;”
	
		Decapitate the military and police of its U.S.-trained leadership;
	
		Promote criminal activity, particularly cocaine trafficking, as a way to generate resources to buy the loyalty of the armed forces, political base and the corruptible members of the business elites;
	
		Strangle the free media, corrupt and coopt independent judiciaries, and weaken state institutions through media laws, loyalty tests and control of all branches of government, allowing political opponents to be jailed without charges and media outlets to be shut down.


	The FARC is taking concrete steps to follow the model and has a roadmap designed with the aid of its successful supporters in the Bolivarian bloc. Essentially what the Bolivarian bloc advisers from Nicaragua, El Salvador and Venezuela are telling the FARC is that the successful model to take power and keep it already exists. All they have to do is study and adapt the existing playbook to the Colombian context.


	The FARC has already moved its considerable financial holdings, estimated by Colombian and regional analysts to be in excess of  $1 billion, to safe harbor in El Salvador, Panama and Nicaragua. These allied governments raise no questions and enjoy a cut of the money that flows through the elaborate laundering structures built on fictitious companies that move funds through Panama to offshore structures in the British Virgin Islands and elsewhere. Mega projects estimated to cost in the hundreds of millions or billions of dollars are regularly announced but not intended to ever come to fruition. Rather, the Bolivarian alliance uses the fabricated financial architecture to launder enormous sums of money. Because the governments are complicit these structures operate in a stable and secure environment.


	Borrowing from Morales’ audacious and successful mass mobilization of coca growers in Bolivia, the FARC has helped fund and support transport strikes and civil unrest across Colombia, flexing its relationship with groups that may or may not be ideologically akin to them but willing to go along.


	From Chávez and the other Bolivarians the FARC has been unceasing in its demand for a Constitutional Assembly to rewrite the Colombian constitution into something more easy to manipulate and that would grant the group power and impunity they cannot win at the ballot box.


	In a particularly bold move attempted less successfully by the FMLN, the FARC has successfully negotiated to regain control of much of the territory it had lost from 2002-2013 by having their existing and former territorial strongholds designated “areas of concentration” of its forces for eventual demobilization. For a group that had been militarily defeated and lost more than 80 percent of the territory it once controlled, regaining territorial control over large swaths of territory without firing a shot is a coveted prize.


	These issues would be less worrisome if there were indications that the FARC leadership was truly interested in joining the political fray as a transparent, clean political party. But there are few indicators that the FARC will go that route.


	Its leaders claim indigence and shield their cocaine profits from being used to pay reparations to their hundreds of thousands of victims. They are actively encouraging their members and followers to massively expand the planting of coca, the raw material for cocaine, to take advantage of the withdrawal of government troops from the field. The leadership continually violates the agreements on matters large and small, but neither the government nor the third party observers say anything for fear of derailing the peace process.


	As they follow the Bolivarian model, those “moderate” FARC leaders who may exist and want to nurture a true democratic transition will be driven from leadership positions. FARC-provoked civil unrest will likely increase dramatically as the group moves to delegitimize the government and state institutions. Illicit FARC funds will flow to the political wing from the criminalized clandestine structures providing a steady flow of resources from cocaine trafficking, illegal gold mining and multiple other illicit activities.  The recent near simultaneous announcement by several known drug trafficking fronts that they would not join the peace process and demobilize probably does not reflect true dissent within the organization, but rather the execution of the FARC plan. 


	No one wants to see the war in Colombia continue into its sixth decade. But peace can only really be achieved if the defeated group genuinely embraces the democratic process, dismantles its clandestine and criminal structures, and subjects itself to the will of the people. Without that, the peace cannot be real or long lasting.



      
Categories: 
                        El Centro
            
	
	


        About the Author(s)

        
  
    
      
      
          

Douglas Farah

	Douglas Farah is president of IBI Consultants and a Senior Visiting Fellow at the Center for Complex Operations, National Defense University. His writings do not reflect the policies or opinions of NDU or the U.S. government.





    

  
      
          




        
    
    

    



    





  


                            

                                                            
                          
    
  
      Recent Headlines

    

      
  
    
      
      
      
  
  	Illicit Drugs Are Undermining Pacific Security by United States Institute of Peace (USIP) 
	Gangsters, Money and Murder: How Chinese Organized Crime Is Dominating America’s Illegal Marijuana Market by ProPublica 
	The Illicit Use of Armed Drones by Transnational Criminal Organizations in Mexico in The 21st Century Requires New Responses by Calhoun: The NPS Institutional Archive 
	The Logic of Rampage Terrorism by Studies in Conflict and Terrorism 
	Casinos and cryptocurrency: major drivers of money laundering, underground banking, and cyberfraud in East and Southeast Asia by UNODC Regional Office for Southeast Asia and the Pacific 
	Artificial Intelligence in Military Planning and Operations by Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) 
	The Use of Uncrewed Aerial Systems by Non-State Armed Groups: Exploring Trends in Africa by UNIDIR 
	Stepping into South East Asia’s Most Conspicuous Criminal Enclave by International Crisis Group 
	Can a War on Crime Bring Relief to Ecuador? by International Crisis Group 
	Is Israel Winning the War on the Tunnels in Gaza? by Foreign Policy 
	Haiti’s Gangs: Can a Foreign Mission Break Their Stranglehold? by International Crisis Group 
	Water increasingly at the center of conflicts from Ukraine to the Middle East by Los Angeles Times 
	Coercive brokers: Militias and urban governance in Rio de Janeiro by Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime  
	The Road to October 7: Hamas’ Long Game, Clarified by CTC Sentinel 
	Drones and Port Security in Brownsville: A Case Study on the Gulf by Homeland Security Today 
	Triads, Snakeheads, and Flying Money: The Underworld of Chinese Criminal Networks in Latin America and the Caribbean by FIU Digital Commons, Research Publication 58 
	Unraveling Covert Networks: Analysis of Mexican Cartel Alliances by Rice University's Baker Institute for Public Policy 
	Soldiers and Prisons: Reflections on Military Interventions in the Latin American and Caribbean Prison System. by William J. Perry Center for Hemispheric Defense Studies 
	After death of Russia’s Wagner chief, what happens to his mercenary army? by Los Angeles Times 
	What next for Russia’s Wagner mercenaries? by The Strategist (Australian Strategic Policy Institute) 
	The Use of Similarity-based Algorithms to Predict Links in Mexican Criminal Networks by Rice University’s Baker Institute for Public Policy 
	Transnational Crime and Geopolitical Contestation along the Mekong by International Crisis Group 
	China's Charm Offensive in Latin America and the Caribbean: A comprehensive Analysis of China's strategic Communication Strategy Across the Region [Part III: Image, Academia, and Technology] by FIU Digital Commons, Research Publications 57 
	China’s Charm Offensive in Latin America and the Caribbean: A Comprehensive Analysis of China’s Strategic Communication Strategy Across the Region [Part II: Influencing the Media] by FIU Digital Commons, Research Publication 56 
	China's Charm Offensive in Latin America and the Caribbean: A comprehensive Analysis of China's Strategic Communication Strategy Across the Region [Part I: Propaganda and Politics] by FIU Digital Commons, Research Publications 55 
	Las bandas criminales de 3ª generación: un peligro para Chile by El Mostrador 
	Amazon Underworld: Crime and Corruption in the Shadows of the World’s Largest Rainforest by Amazon Underworld 
	Organised Crime as a Proxy: When Criminals meet Rogue States and Actors in Latin America by RUSI 
	Mexico’s ‘Monster’ Trucks Show Cartels Taking Drug War to Next Level by New York Times 
	Car Bomb Ambush injures at least Ten Guardia Nacional (GN) Agents in Celaya, Guanajuato by C/O Futures Cartel Research Note Series 
	Unintended consequences of state action: how the kingpin strategy transformed the structure of violence in Mexico’s organized crime by Trends in Organized Crime 
	Cártel de Jalisco Nueva Generación (CJNG) Improvised Anti-Vehicle Mine (IAVM) Destroys Mexican Army (SEDENA) Vehicle in Minefield Near Apatzingán, Michoacán by C/O Futures Cartel Research Note Series 
	China's Charm Offensive in Latin America and the Caribbean: A comprehensive Analysis of China's Strategic Communication Strategy Across the Region [Part I: Propaganda and Politics] by Jack D. Gordon Institute for Public Policy, Florida International University 
	War on the coastline: mitigating civilian harm in the littorals by Humanitarian Law & Policy 
	The Fighting in Sudan is an Armed Conflict: Here’s What Law Applies  by Just Security 
	Are drug cartels 'terrorist organizations'? US, Mexican leaders have strong opinions by USA Today 
	Leading the Cyber Battle by Wavell Room 
	Policy Brief: Emerging Transnational Organized Crime Threats in Latin America: Converging Criminalized Markets & Illicit Vectors by ICAIE (International Coalition Against Illicit Economies) 
	Maximizing the potential of American irregular warfare in strategic competition by The Hill 
	Opinion: Don’t blur the lines by calling Mexican drug cartels ‘terrorist organizations’ by Los Angeles Times  
	Armed Conflicts Spread Contaminated Water and Disease: Here’s How to Better Protect Civilians by Just Security 
	Deterring the Next Invasion: Applying the Accumulation of Events Theory to Cyberspace by Opinio Juris 
	The next big threat to AI might already be lurking on the web by ZDNET 
	Migrant Caravans: A Deep Dive Into Mass Migration through Mexico and the Effects of Immigration Policy by Rice University's Baker Institute for Public Policy 
	Managing Risk for Special Operations Forces in Large-Scale Combat Operations  by War on the Rocks 
	The grey zone: Russia's military, mercenary and criminal engagement in Africa  by Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime 
	Deadly Rio de Janeiro: Armed Violence and the Civilian Burden by ACLED 
	North Korea’s Political Warfare Strategy Has Failed: ROK – U.S. Alliance Needs A Superior Strategy by 1945 
	Russia and Ukraine battle daily in the sky. So where are the pilots? by NPR Morning Edition 
	In Evaluating Immunities before a Special Tribunal for Aggression Against Ukraine, the Type of Tribunal Matters by Just Security 






    

  
          




  


  


                    
                                    

    


            
              
    
            
  Footer menu

  

        
      	
                                        About
              
	
                                        Privacy Policy
              
	
                                        Terms of Use
              
	
                                        Site Help
              
	
                                        Contact
              


  

  

  
    

      
            ©2005-2020


Small Wars Journal is published by Small Wars Foundation - a 501(c)(3) non-profit corporation. 

Original content is published under a Creative Commons License per our Terms of Use. 



      
  


  


                        © Copyright 2024 | Site by 3C Web Services

        
    
  





















