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ABSTRACT

In a continent that has a remarkable history relating to conquests as well as cultural and linguistic similarities, the two South American nations, Colombia and Venezuela, form distinct yet inseparable entities due to their close geographical closeness to one another. Product of the same visionary, Simon Bolivar, the two countries have had a contrasting mix of interdependence in terms of bilateral trade and of suspicion, accusation and disputes over their respective concern for ensuring national sovereignty. After achieving the status of two separate sovereign states, their relations have been marred by constant enmity. Interestingly enough, it was during the presidential tenures of Alvaro Uribe and Hugo Chavez that the bilateral relations entered their darkest hour. Several political analysts have credited the deterioration in relations to the starkly opposite ideologies professed and practiced by the two leaders. While other analysts believe that the crux lies in the United States-Colombia coalition, an initiative welcomed by Uribe, to strengthen the effectiveness of the Colombian military in the region. However, Hugo Chavez, guided by his own political rationale, strongly resents this tie between America and the Colombian authorities under Uribe.

This paper has focused on the years between 2002 until 2010, with an attempt to provide a detailed and analytic outline of the events that cropped up during this period. Included in this analysis are elements governing the bilateral trade between the two nations as well as the pivotal role played by the regional organization in diluting the diplomatic crises.
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CHAPTER ONE: Introduction

It may seem surprising that two neighboring countries, sired by the same father, should be in conflict despite sharing deep historical similarities. Yet, distrust and animosity have featured between countries wherever political and ideological interests have clashed or where political personalities have proven stronger than issues relating to the masses. Somewhere between these two forces, conflict, both in its subtle as well as in its overt form, has plagued Venezuela and Colombia, during the past decade. 

Once a part of Simon Bolivar’s
 Gran Colombia, comprising six nations and formed in 1819, the two countries became separate sovereign entities in 1831 due to severe political turmoil. The interdependence between the two nations after their independence has been nothing short of being remarkable, especially from an economic and trading perspective. To cite an instance, the annual trade between the two tripled from 2 billion US dollars to 7.2 billion US dollars in 2008 (Wilpert, 2010). Despite this, it is their constant border disputes and diplomatic crises that have served to find focus in the international community. 


Although this paper deals with the nine years of bilateral relations, beginning in 2002, occasional references will necessarily be made to events preceding this period for supporting the thesis. 


In more ways than one, the formation of the FARC (Revolutionaries Armed Forces of Colombia), a Marxist-Leninist rebel group, formed in 1964, led to the increased diplomatic tensions between the two countries. The FARC has bases in Peru, Ecuador, Venezuela as well as Mexico but its primary centre is in Colombia. Consisting of mostly peasants, the FARC seeks to fight for the economically poor, protecting them from falling within the exploitative control of Colombia’s wealthier classes. Since the 1990s, it has grown in notoriety mainly due to its entry into the lucrative drug trade in the region. Moreover, it has maintained its rebel-army through kidnappings that accompany demands for ransoms. This has created a serious challenge to Colombia’s civilian security. It needs to be emphasized that the FARC is essentially an anti-imperialist organization, opposing the US influence in Colombian politics and governance. 


Ever since the two nations came into existence, there have been mostly cordial relations. To a good extent this was due to a common historical genesis and also because of the interdependence in trade matters. However, it was from the 1980s that the two countries have had troubled times. Sensitive about their territorial jurisdiction as well as their sovereignty, the two neighbors were on the verge of a war in 1987 when the Colombian frigate, Caldas, entered Venezuelan waters carrying a missile. Venezuela responded by sending in a fleet of war ships. The tense situation was eased with the signing of an accord that included the creation of a joint commission for fighting illegal drug trafficking. Then, in 1994, both nations signed what has come to be called the Bi-National Commission of Frontiers. This created a platform for exchange of military intelligence, further serving as a catalyst for the growth of trade between the two nations.   


However, it was the coup d’etat in 2002 in Venezuela that marked the first serious beginnings of the strained relations between the two nations. Led by a former trade organization leader, Pedro Carmona, the coup lasted for 48 hours, during which the President, Hugo Chavez was ousted. However, as soon as Chavez regained power, Carmona sought asylum at the Colombian embassy in Caracas
 (Teixeria, 2011). This granting of refugee status by the Colombian authorities was naturally not welcomed by Chavez. Yet trade and diplomatic ties remained uninterrupted.

Also in 2002, Alvaro Uribe, a right wing politician and a strong ally of the US was elected the president of Colombia. He assumed office with the promise of curtailing the FARC’s guerilla activities as well as the kidnapping and ransoms it resorts to for maintaining its army. According to Colombian army reports, the FARC had 18,000 operating members in 2010. With the prevailing fragile economic conditions in Colombia, the member of revolutionaries is expected to grow, thereby posing a serious threat to Colombian security. 

In order to effectively address the security challenge, President Uribe strengthened his country’s relations with the United States. A Joint Crisis Committee was formed in 2010 with the intention of removing the challenge established by FARC. This led to the enlargement of Plan Colombia (Madhavan, 2010). This was a joint initiative taken by the US and Colombian administration to curb drug smuggling as well as in combating the FARC rebels. It also allowed the US to set up seven military bases across Colombia. Hugo Chavez, a strong advocate of left-wing politics, strongly resented the American presence in his immediate neighborhood. 


From a more critical perspective, the first genuine spark that ignited the friction between the two countries came in the wake of what came to be known as the Rodrigo Granda Affair. In 2004, Rodrigo Granda, a roving emissary of the FARC was captured in Caracas and transported to Colombia. It was a freelance operation funded by the Colombian government. The situation was aggravated when FARC openly stated that Rodrigo had been invited to attend two official conferences hosted by the Venezuelan Government (Kimer, 2005). This was a serious revelation, thereby creating an atmosphere tenser than the one in 1987 during the frigate Caldas crisis. The matter will be further elaborated later during the course of presenting this paper. 

Then, in 2008, the Colombian administration, under Alvaro Uribe, orchestrated a military mission into Ecuadorian soil for eliminating the threat posed by the FARC which had a strong base there as well. The operation led to the death of Raul Reyes, the second-in-command of the FARC. It proved detrimental to FARC’s overall influence in the area. But more than that, during the operation, the Colombian army retrieved material evidence of Chavez’s support towards the FARC. The Uribe administration highlighted this, accusing Chavez of contributing to the region’s instability. Enraged by these accusations, Chavez was quoted stating in an interview: “If you want peace, prepare for war” (West, 2009). He proceeded by breaking diplomatic ties, which was followed by mobilizing Venezuelan troops towards the Colombian border (Walser, 2009). 


However, despite brinkmanship from both sides and even with the termination of trade and diplomatic relations, albeit for a limited period, the two nations did not engage in actual war with one another. Yet, again, fed by opposing ideologies as well as by two contrasting presidential personalities, the shadow of an armed conflict has not been completely dissolved. From the 1987 Caldas crisis to the 2002 Venezuelan coup d’état to the arrest of Rodrigo Granda and then to the Raul Reyes incident, the relations between the two countries have given rise to a kind of cold war that had not been witnessed before by the once-brother nations. 

Objectives of the study:


No single IR theory has found absolute prominence in this paper. Instead, it seeks to furnish observations based on an amalgamation of several IR theories. On one hand, it relates to the realist theory while trying to understand Uribe’s views on security threats posed by the FARC as well as in fathoming the reasons for Chavez’s apprehension towards the US-Colombia coalition. Besides being predominantly rooted in the realist theory, the paper also relates to the liberal approaches enshrined in the Democratic Peace Theory and the Regime Theory. 

Two observations drawn from the Democratic Peace Theory are largely instrumental in comprehending the bilateral relations between Colombia and Venezuela. First, this theory states that democracies seldom engage in warfare. Secondly, the theory advocates that economic interdependence or trade relations prevent nations from engaging in warfare (Soesilowati, 2010).

After gaining recognition as two separate sovereign nations, the relations between Colombia and Venezuela have been highlighted by constant border disputes, diplomatic disagreements and accusations. However, these bilateral tensions never escalated into a full scale war. Therefore, it can be stated that the Democratic Peace Theory provides an adequate platform to comprehend the bilateral relations as well as to uncover the reasons which restricted the two nations from engaging in war despite constant threats. Nonetheless, it still does not conclusively prove that democracies having common borders and economic relations do not ever go to war. The ‘Kargil War’ between India and Pakistan in 1999 is a recent example of democracies engaging in warfare, thereby, indicating that historical animosities cannot always be ignored (Feinman, 2005). 

Furthermore, this paper also takes recourse to the Regime Theory, which endorses the view of cooperation among nations within an anarchic system. For example, the Charter of the United Nations, which also draws inspiration from the Regime Theory, ensures security and stability among the members of the international community (Rittberger, 1995). Since its establishment, the UN has provided an adequate platform for the peaceful settlement of disputes. On January 1996, the UN established the UN Mission of Observers to Prevlaka, which acted as an admonisher during the demilitarization of Prevlaka, a disputed territory between Croatia and Montenegro (UNMOP, 2002). The theory provides an adequate understanding of the role played by a regional third party organization, such as the Organization of American States and the Rio Group, in dissolving the tensions between the two neighbors, Venezuela and Colombia.

Two key issues are addressed in this paper: First, it will outline the events from Alvaro Uribe’s assumption of the Presidency of Colombia in 2002 up to 2010. This is necessitated since it must be remembered that although his predecessors had actively campaigned against the FARC, Uribe’s anti-FARC drive was even more determined. This paper will attempt to illustrate the reasons that compelled Uribe to orchestrate a more intense campaign against the rebels. The paper will then proceed to identifying the activities of the FARC rebels, most of which posed a serious national security threat to Colombia. This mandates outlining the importance of Plan Colombia and its implementation. Together with this, the paper will attempt to concentrate on the reasons for the apprehensions as shown by Hugo Chavez towards US – Colombia relations. 


As regards the second key issue, which relates to tracing the reasons restricting the conflict from escalating into a full-scale war, the paper will draw attention to the strong economic bilateral relations between the countries as well as the role played by third party organizations. Hence, it will discuss the initiatives taken up by The Rio Group, the Organization of American States (OAS) and the US in restoring the strained bilateral relations between Venezuela and Colombia.   

Research Statement: 

This paper delineates two observations: 


First, the political orientations of Alvaro Uribe and Hugo Chavez were not necessarily the catalysts that led to the impairment of the bilateral relations between the two neighbors. Despite Uribe’s anti-FARC stance, his ideology is not that of the extreme right. Nor is Chavez a classic case of a man obsessively driven by Marxist-Leninist dogma; at the most he remains emphatic to the FARC’s cause, which is distinct from being rabidly sympathetic.  


The essential reason for the deteriorating relations revolves around maintaining territorial and national security. The military incursions into Venezuelan soil by Uribe in his struggle to eliminate the FARC meant violating Venezuela’s territorial sovereignty. Hugo Chavez, sustained by his own national pride as well as self-respect, could not tolerate such incursions. Then again, with the surfacing of both direct and indirect evidence against Chavez for supporting the FARC, Uribe’s focus remained in rooting out the rebels from their safe haven in Venezuelan territory. Given these circumstances, comprising an uneasy mixture of national pride and semi-disguised ideologies, the former has taken precedence over the latter in defining bilateral relations between the two neighbors. 

The second observation relates to the specific reason which restricted the possible outbreak of war. In this context, it is relevant to mention here the Democratic Peace Theory which states that two democratic nations rarely, if ever, go to war with one another. However, this is not always the rule, since theory seldom reflects reality as it prevails. 

Be that as it may, the basic reason why the two countries, often on brinkmanship, did not actually go to war is to do with their interdependence in trade relations. Venezuela offers the second largest market for Colombia’s exports. At the same time, Colombia’s labor market comprises a substantial force from Venezuela. A war would mean both short-term and long-term consequences that would go against the economic and trade mobility that the two nations had been historically maintaining. Trade relations, therefore, definitely outweighed other considerations. 


At the same time, timely intervention by regional organizations possessing international credentials such as The Rio Group and the OAS was instrumental in easing the strained relations between the two neighboring countries. 
Research Methodology:


In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of the events that pushed the nations towards a hostile environment, a qualitative approach has been attempted. However, the paper is not completely devoid of quantitative references, which have been made to support its research statement. The paper submits its research observation after reviewing information from published reports of international organizations involved in resolving conflicts through field-based analysis and advocacy.


The International Crisis Group, Congressional Research Service and the Joint Crisis Committee of the University of Toronto, all of which are engaged in the study of military and diplomatic conflicts, provide a comprehensive understanding of the bilateral relations relevant to this paper. Further, this paper draws a number of conclusions from other international organizations such as the United Nations, scholarly reports from regional specialists besides other think tanks specializing in strategic studies. 


The research statement stems primarily from the struggle between national security and territorial integrity over ideological doctrine. This format fits well in describing the change in relations born out of concerns over both security and integrity in the overall national context of both countries. Simultaneously, the format also seeks to provide an explanation for the possible linkage between FARC and Hugo Chavez in terms of their socialist ideology and whether it at all contributed to the impairment in relations. The realist perspective provides a comprehensive understanding of the security concerns of both Colombia and Venezuela. From the Colombian perspective, the FARC emerges as a security threat to Colombia. On the other hand from Chavez’s perspective, the implementation of Plan Colombia appears as a threat to his regional influence. Moreover, the ideological similarities between Chavez and the FARC, coupled with Chavez’s empathy towards the rebels, emerge as obstacles in Uribe’s goal to eradicate the rebel organization.  In essence, therefore, the crux of the research statement dwells on the subtle tussle between realist roots and that of ideological doctrine.

Furthermore, this paper also explores the role of third party organizations in stabilizing the strained relations between Colombia and Venezuela. The diplomatic endeavors adopted by the Organization of American States and the Rio Group were influential in restricting the countries from engaging in war. The efforts to ensure co-operation among nations despite anarchical tendencies are a reflection of the Regime Theory, which originated from the Neo-Liberal school of thinking. This theory is fundamental in delineating the causes that could have led to war as well as in outlining the recommencement of trade relations.    

 Limitations:
It is inevitable, given the compact schedule against which this paper has been written, that there will remain several limitations:

One, although the relevant literature has been referred to yet a vast body of literature could not be touched upon which would probably have gone into providing an even deeper perspective into complex issues that make up the psychology of both Chavez and Uribe. The paper could not go into the probable forces that affected their childhood, forces which invariably found their way in shaping their later day adult minds. 

Literature relating to the exciting history that lies behind the whole of South America could not also be addressed to the extent desired. Although Simon Bolivar’s role has been highlighted, yet South America is more than just Bolivar. It is felt that details of other historical influences on Venezuela and Colombia would have added more strength. Adding these would, however, have meant a paper that would have diluted the focus on the years from 2002 to 2010.

Two, the paper’s strength would have been the greater still if interviews could have been held with persons connected, even remotely, to the FARC, or, with any of the prominent characters that figure in the paper. However, the constraints are such that this could not be done.

Three, it is of general understanding that a research paper assumes a better stance if the geographical area under scrutiny had been visited by the researcher. Although the paper goes into the entire drama that enfolded during these eight years it is felt that the writer’s contribution would have been that much more if the locale had been made more familiar through first hand travelling. This however is a limitation that could not be avoided.

Finally, an understanding of the Spanish language and the reading of relevant papers in Spanish would also have provided more authenticity. Although all the reference works have been read in English, yet the peculiarities of the region, born of Spanish conquests and the Spanish language would have added that extra angle not otherwise available either in translations or in a language not in general usage in the Americas.

Definitions:

· Paramilitary forces: Refers to a force or armed unit, formed by a group of civilians in a military pattern, as a potential auxiliary force.

· Drug trafficking: Refers to the process of an illegal global trade involving cultivation, manufacture, distribution and sale of a substance prohibited under domestic or international law.

· War on drugs: Refers to war on drugs as orchestrated by the United States to curtail the illegal trading in drugs. The campaign was initiated with the primary motive of curtailing the production and distribution of illicit drugs.  

· Peaceful settlement of disputes: In accordance with Chapter VI, Article II of the UN Charter in which all members-nations are urged to settle their disputes through peaceful negotiations or dialogue.

· Non- financing of terrorist activities: Highlights the UN Security Council Resolution 1373 which prohibits all its member-nations from financing or providing any form of assistance to terrorist organizations.

· Respect to territorial sovereignty: In accordance with Chapter I and Chapter VII of the UN Charter which dissuades it member-nations from infringing upon another country’s territorial sovereignty.

· Rebels: Refers to individuals who undertake violent measures against an established government.

· Terrorism: There is no comprehensive textual definition of terrorism. However, in 1994 the UN General Assembly identified terrorism as the organised criminal activities orchestrated by a group of individuals to inflict terror or fear among the general public for political, religious, philosophical or other causes so as to justify their actions (FBI, 2002). 
CHAPTER TWO: Literature Review

While trying to trace the relationship between Colombia and Venezuela, one stumbles upon numerous academic works as well as official documents which help to understand the chronological course of the bilateral relationship. The foremost objective of this paper is to highlight the deterioration of relationship between the two nations from 2002 till 2010. However, in order to have a comprehensive understanding of their relationship, one also needs to trace it from the earliest of times. 

The following narrates the sources that were used to construct the paper and also highlights the contribution of the resources:
A) Basic understanding of the Bilateral Relations:
Carlos Teixeria formulated a report in 2011 entitled The Prevention of Escalating Tensions in South America, which along with Jiang Shixue’s article titled, Recurring Discord, provided an overview of the reasons that created tension in the bilateral relations between Colombia and Venezuela. However, it was Maria Teresa Romero’s literary work, The Fragile, Back and Forth Relationship Between Venezuela and Colombia that provided a detailed background into the bilateral relations since 1994 till 2010.
In order to gain a better understanding of the diplomatic disagreement between the Uribe and Chavez administrations, this paper refers to the articles, A New Turn in Colombia and Venezuela Relations by Gregory Wilpert, Venezuela and Colombia: A Love Hate Relationship by Armando Duran and Michael Bowman’s academic report entitled, Venezuela and Colombia Have a Long History of Tension. These three articles provide a deeper analysis into the areas of disagreement and its impact on the regional security. These articles adhere to the realist theory. It describes the threat posed by FARC to the Colombian security. The articles also delineate the reasons for Chavez’s apprehension towards the US-Colombia coalition. 

Furthermore to comprehend the bilateral relations through the lens of Democratic Peace Theory, this paper adheres to the literary works of Sartika Soesilowati’s, A Critic of Democratic Peace Theory and David Feinman’s, Democratic Peace Theory: Fact of Illusion. Both articles outline a detailed critique of the Democratic Peace Theory along with historical examples. The authors have endorsed a constructivist approach in explaining their views. Though the articles are lucid in elucidating the inadequacies of the Democratic Peace Theory, it is Feinman’s article that hones in into the thrust area. Feinman, upon analyzing the reasons which have compelled democracies to engage in warfare, concludes that the historical animosity between the participants and the political orientation molding the respective leaders should be taken into consideration. 
In addition, to perceive the principles of the Regime Theory, this paper refers to the literary work of Volkar Rittberger, entitled, “Regime Theory and International Relations”. Adhering to a liberal as well as a constructivist approach, the author provides a deep insight into the rationales of the Regime Theory. 
B) Colombia-Venezuela trade relations:

Though threats of war were made and troops mobilized during the presidential tenures of Uribe and Chavez, the two nations never actually engaged in warfare. One of the primary reasons was their lucrative trade which would have been severely crippled with the onset of war. In order to comprehend the importance of the bilateral trade the paper focuses on the quantitative report of Mark Weishart and Jake Johnston on the realist theory entitled, The Gains from Trade: South American Economic Integration and the Resolution of Conflict. Furthermore, Marianela Acuna Ortigoza’s article entitled Colombia-Venezuela Relations: Between Politics and the Economy, drives home the point that economic benefits outweigh military actions
C) FARC:
President Uribe categorizes the FARC as a narco-terrorist unit, and assumed the presidency with a vow to eradicate the organization. On the other hand, Hugo Chavez who has been known for his empathy towards the rebels, urged the international community to grant the FARC the status of a belligerent force. If granted the status of a belligerent force, the FARC, under international law would be compelled to open dialogue with international organizations (International Crisis Group, 2008). However, the polar opposite political orientation of the leaders pales in comparison to the divergent views and stance towards the FARC, which resulted in the deterioration of bilateral ties. 
Marcus Koth’s article titled, Demobilization of Paramilitaries in Colombia and Peter Canby’s literary work, Latin America’s Longest War along with Jon Paul Maddolini’s report, An Analysis of the FARC in Colombia provide a detailed description of Colombia’s struggle with the FARC since the formation of the rebel organization. Besides these reports, which stem from the realist theory, it was Stephanie Hanson’s analytical report in 2009 for the Council of Foreign Relations, which provides an insight into the ideology, historical roots, the strengths and recruiting areas of the FARC. Hansen’s report is an assortment of realist and constructivist ideas which go on to further outline the ties of the FARC with other national governments.
In order to comprehend the FARCs ties with other national governments, a report formulated in accordance with the realist theory by A. Madhavan to the University of Toronto in 2010 proved beneficial. This article refers to the possible link of the rebel organization with Colombia’s neighboring nations. It also draws attention to the stance taken by Colombia’s neighbors towards the FARC. The establishment of FARC’s camps in Colombia’s neighboring nations has been attested by the informative report formulated by Sam Logan and Ashley Moore entitled, The FARC’s International Presence. Furthermore, an article composed by Thomas R Cook, The Financial Arm of the FARC, details the circumstances which led to the transformation of the rebel organization from a peasant to a narco-trafficking unit. It states the methods used by the rebels to ensure financial aid, which went to destabilize the Colombian government. Finally, this paper looks into the report published by the International Crisis Group in 2005, which outlines the activities carried forth by the FARC acting as a constraint to Colombia’s peace. The report also gives a detailed account of the diplomatic efforts taken under the Colombian government to mitigate the threat posed by the rebels. These articles emerge from the realist school of thinking and are pivotal in explaining the magnitude of the threat presented by the FARC to Colombian society.
D) Alvaro Uribe:

With the intent to trace the roots of determination behind Uribe’s campaign to eradicate the FARC, the paper traces the chronological account presented by the NACLA report in 2002. The report outlines the killing of Uribe’s father by the FARC and the initiatives taken by Uribe before the assumption of the presidential chair in his pursuit to destabilize the rebels. Tate Winifred provides insight into the policies adopted by Uribe to end the FARC influence in his informative report entitled, Colombia: The Right Gather Momentum. Furthermore, it was the detailed academic report by Thomas Marks, A Model Counterinsurgency: Uribe’s Colombia (2002-2006) vs. FARC, a product of realist and constructivist theories, provides a sequential and analytical account of Uribe’s policies against the FARC throughout his first presidential tenure (2002-2006).
E) Hugo Chavez:

Ray Walser’s, What To Do About Hugo Chavez: Venezuela’s Challenge to the Security in the Americas, Brian Nelson’s, Education of Hugo Chavez, Sara Miller Liana’s, Where Has Chavez taken Venezuela?, Martin Markovits and Sebastian Kennedy’s, Show of Strength, and Michael Shifter’s, In Search of Hugo Chavez, provide a comprehensive and detailed explanation into Chavez’s personal background, his rise to power, and his views towards the international community, especially the United States. In addition to these reports which adhere to the realist theory, it was a report by the International Crisis Group constructed 2011 titled, Violence and Politics in Venezuela, which provides a detailed narrative about Venezuela’s internal political scenario and in providing a reflection of Chavez’s policies.
Amy Spelz, in her thought provoking essay, Latin American Liberation Philosophies: Analyzing Hugo Chavez’s Bolivarian Revolution, adhering to a constructivist theory, along with Keith Sallick’s article review on Richard Gott’s book, Hugo Chavez and the Bolivarian Revolution, discusses the growth of the movement and analyses the impact of the movement in Venezuela. Justin Brooks also traces and review the literary work of Richard Gott and conducts an interview with Gott to extract the dynamics of the Bolivarian Ideology. A report conducted by the International Crisis Group under the title, Venezuela: Hugo Chavez’s Revolution, also presents a detailed background about the evolution of the Bolivarian Ideology. But it was the analytical research work of Iselin Asedrotler and Samuel Grove, in their academic paper, Bolivarian Revolution-Challenges and Achievement, which was pivotal in outlining the dynamics of the Bolivarian ideology relating to Venezuela and its importance to the regional security. The paper is a symphony of realist and constructivist theories, which was instrumental in outlining the core values of Marxist-Leninist ideology as endorsed by Chavez.
F) US-Colombia alliance: 

The US-Colombia alliance grew stronger post 9/11 attacks. The US financial and militaristic co-operation grew stronger under the US pioneered war on drugs. In order to comprehend the US interest in Colombia, the paper refers to the works of Hector Mondragon’s Democracy and Plan Colombia and Russell Crandall’s Driven by Drugs: US Policy Towards Colombia, which stem from realist roots. These articles provide a detailed background of the US policies towards Colombia from 1994 to 2010. Furthermore, the authors elucidate the effectiveness of Plan Colombia in the probable eradication of the FARC. The authors make two distinct but related observations. First, they state that due to the financial and military assistance provided by the US administration to Colombia, the Colombian military has emerged as a stiff challenge for the FARC. Despite these endeavors the rebel organization remains far from being defeated. The reasons for the survival of the FARC were outlined in the authors’ second observation. Crandall and Mondragon state that due to the widespread poverty in Colombia and its neighboring areas, the rebel organization was able to recruit members in large numbers. Hence, they conclude by stating that Colombia’s national policies should be directed to address economic challenges to comprehensively mitigate the threat posed by the FARC.

Hugo Chavez perceives the presence of US troops in Colombia as a threat to Latin American security. An insight to Chavez’s policies is provided by Gregory Wilpert’s, US Troops in Colombia: A Threat to Peace. Though the article radiates the realist theory, it puts forth observations stemming from the constructivist school of thinking as well, which proves pivotal for the paper. The author analyzes the implementation of Plan Colombia from the perspective of Hugo Chavez. Though the presence of the US troops in Colombia enhances security for the Colombian government, it emerges as a security dilemma for the Chavez administration. Over the years, Colombia along with the US administration has constantly criticized Chavez for his perceived support towards the FARC. Hence, the increase of the US troops in Colombia appears as a threat to Chavez, who perceives it as a medium to increase US influence in the Latin American region as well as an attempt to remove him from power. Therefore, the author concludes that the US presence in Colombia will serve as a catalyst for the deterioration of bilateral relations between Colombia and Venezuela.

G) Rodrigo Granda Affair:
This was the first incident which sparked a series of confrontations between the Uribe and Chavez administrations. The Economist published an article in 2005 titled, Colombia and Venezuela, Neighbor Dispute, in which the details of the incident were chronologically outlined. However, it was James T. Kimer’s, Relations Turn Carnal and the Center for International Policy Colombia Program report, The Abduction of Rodrigo Granda, which presents an in-depth analysis about the incident, discussing its repercussions for both the nations and the efforts adopted to simmer the crisis. The author states that though Colombia faced criticism for infringing on Venezuela’s territorial sovereignty, yet the very same crisis proved more detrimental for Chavez. Over the years, Chavez denied links with the FARC. But evidence pertaining to Granda’s participation in the Venezuelan election, gave Chavez’s critics more grounds to link him with the rebels. The author concludes by stating that due to this incident, Uribe’s suspicion over Chavez’s support for the FARC grew stronger, eventually straining bilateral relations.

H) Hostage for prisoner swap: 

The hostage for prisoner swap negotiations led to the rise of disagreement between Uribe and Chavez, which resulted in the dissolving of diplomatic ties. International Crisis Group presented an academic report in 2008 entitled, Colombia: Making Military Progress Pay Off, outlining the stance of the two leaders during the negotiation which created a friction. It has been constructed in adherence to the realist theory and details the instances that led to the simmering of diplomatic relations and analyses the impact of the diplomatic crisis in the regional arena.
I)  Andean Crisis:

The 2008 Andean Crisis initiated the simmering of Ecuadorian and Venezuelan diplomatic relations with Colombia. The dissolving of diplomatic ties presented a regional security challenge and radiated a signal for concern to the international community. Adam Isacon’s article, The Colombia-Venezuela-Ecuador Triangle, along with an article presented by The Economist titled, The FARC Files, provided a basic background into the events that led to the crisis. In order to gain a deeper insight in to the crisis, the paper refers to the two academic reports submitted by the Committee of Foreign Affairs US Senate, Crisis in the Andes and Playing With Fire along with Peter Deshazo’s academic report, Tension in the Andes along with Eduardo Pastrana Buelvas’s Colombia Relations with Venezuela and Ecuador in the Regional Security Scenario: Recent Dilemmas and New Tendencies. These reports originating predominantly from the realist theory provides a detailed narrative about the reasons behind Colombia’s military incursion into Ecuadorian soil which ignited the crisis. Furthermore, these articles outline the repercussions which originated due to the military incursions by the Colombian forces. The articles states that the simmering of diplomatic and trade relations, created an atmosphere amiable for military escalations. Three observations were extracted from the conclusions of the above mentioned articles. First, the possibility of a war created security concerns for the Andean region also leading to an escalation of illegal immigration. Second, if Colombia engaged in warfare, the US would be compelled to rally in Colombia’s support, a move which would be condemned by both Ecuador and Venezuela. Third, the greater presence of the US troops would hinder the regional stability as the Venezuelan and Ecuadorian administration would perceive it as a grave security dilemma. 
However, it was Ray Walser’s thought provoking essay, Crisis in the Andes: Ecuador, Colombia and Venezuela, which provided a detailed narrative about the implications to the regional cooperations. It also outlined the initiatives taken by the regional hemispheric organizations to dilute the crisis. But it was the analysis of the Colombia-Venezuela relations for the years after the Uribe administration, stemming from constructivist roots, which proved to be the most instrumental section for the paper. The author delineates two observations in his conclusion. First, Walser analyzes the role of economic relations as a medium to reduce bilateral disputes. However, with China replacing Venezuela as Colombia’s second largest trading partner, the effectiveness of trade as a tool to dissolve disputes will be seriously undermined. Finally, he concludes that the strained bilateral relations stem from the divergent views on the FARC by the two leaders as well as by the strengthening of the US-Colombia association. In addition, the continued endorsement of the US assistance by Colombia will restrict the strained bilateral relations from transforming into a cordial one.
CHAPTER THREE: Research Approach

With the assumption of the Colombian presidency by the right wing politician Alvaro Uribe, there was a belief that relations with Venezuela, a nation governed by the leftist politician Hugo Chavez, would continue to be characterized by constant disputes and accusations. 

The Bolivarian ideology as proposed by Chavez urged an imperialist free Latin American region which was in sharp contrast to Uribe’s policies supporting the US administration. The ideological differences and the divergent policies sowed the seeds for an attritional relationship. However, it was the respective views of both the leaders towards the FARC that were responsible for transforming the presumption of a frictional relation into reality. 


Uribe’s electoral campaigns were rallied for the obliteration of the FARC. He recognized the rebels as a terrorist organization, which is primarily responsible for the proliferation of illicit drug trade in the region with international repercussions. The FARC has established its bases along the Colombia-Venezuela border, making a strategic co-operation with Venezuela a necessary ingredient to curtail the activities related to illicit cocaine trade. However, Chavez’s empathy towards the rebel organization created an unassailable hurdle in Uribe’s attainment of goals. Due to these difference, the relations between the two neighbors from 2002 to 2010 are the most strenuous in their bilateral history. 

In order to have a comprehensive understanding of the events which led to the most strenuous relations between Colombia and Venezuela, the paper discusses and analyses four key areas. 
A. FARC: Threat to regional and global security
The presidential years of Uribe were concentrated solely on the eradication of the FARC. The paper outlines the threat posed by the FARC to the regional sector and the international arena. In order to drive this point home, this paper will highlight the activities of the rebels relating to its illicit drug trade, which present global repercussions. 
B. Uribe and Chavez: Their personality traits, policies and ideologies
One of the primary reasons for a strenuous relation between the two neighbors was the polar-opposite opposite ideologies of the two leaders. The paper discusses the personality traits, policies and ideologies of the two leaders in two different sections.
At first, this paper will attempt to outline the reasons behind Uribe’s strong determination to eradicate the FARC highlights his personal sufferings inflicted by the rebels. The paper then discusses Uribe’s career, to outline his struggle against the FARC ever since he assumed a governmental position.

The paper then turns its attention towards Hugo Chavez, highlighting his Bolivarian Revolution which condemns US presence in the Latin American region. Then it discusses Chavez’s possible links with the FARC, which has been instrumental in obliging Uribe to adopt a mistrusting stance towards Chavez. Finally, in this section, the paper also tries to underline Chavez’s insecurity due to the presence of US armed troops in the Latin American region. He perceives the US as a threat because his allies were obliterated by the US government in their war against terror. Concerned that he might be perceived guilty by association, Chavez has strengthened his anti-US outlook. 
C. Confrontations:
As the title of the section reads, this section of the paper will discusses and analyze the events that were responsible for simmering diplomatic and economic ties between the two nations. It discusses three chief issues. It starts by discussing the Rodrigo Granda Affair, which ignited the first spark of confrontations between the two neighbors and then proceeds by discussing the role of the two leaders in the 2007 hostage for prisoners swap, wherein it details the stance of the leaders which acted as a catalyst in the deterioration of relations. Finally, in this section the paper draws attention to the 2008 Andean Crisis which placed Colombia on the brink of war with Venezuela as well as Ecuador. 
D. Third party organizations and the lucrative bilateral trade
Though constant diplomatic tensions and accusations have drawn attention to the relations between the two nations under the leadership of Uribe and Chavez, yet, interestingly enough, war has never actually taken place. In order to comprehend the reasons which bottled the possibility of a war, this paper discusses the role of regional organizations such as the Organization of American States and the Rio Group in the simmering of cross border tensions. Furthermore, the paper underlines the importance of the bilateral trade between the two nations, driving home the point that economic relations outweigh military actions. 
  CHAPTER FOUR: Findings and Analysis


After Colombia and Venezuela gained recognition as two separate sovereign states in the international community, their relations were characterized by constant border disputes. In recent years, the source of tension between the two neighbors has shifted to Colombia’s resolve to curtail the activities related to drug trafficking having global repercussions. 


Of the several paramilitary organizations confronting the Colombian government with numerous security threats, the one from FARC has proved the most serious. Over the years, they have become major proprietors in the illicit drug trade entering international markets. The FARC associates itself with Marxist-Leninist ideologies, a trait drawn from its origin, the Colombian Communist Party
. The FARC’s primary objective is to maintain its lucrative drug trade. In accordance to which they endorse a policy to overthrow the Colombia government, thereby creating frictional ties (International Crisis Group, 2005). With a view to protecting their organization, they incline towards kidnapping important government officials and intimidating the population with violent methods. Simon Trinidad, a high ranking member of the FARC, before his extradition to the United States in 2004, described his organization as, “The FARC is not a horde, nor a man, nor a chieftain. The FARC is an organization with an organic structure and a hierarchy with political and military plans” (International Crisis Group, 2005). Due to FARC’s preferred method of armed violence and involvement in the illegal drug trade, the US, the European Union, Canada and 30 other nations, have categorized it as a terrorist organization. 

FARC: A Threat to Global and Colombian Security
“Our struggle is to do away with the state as now it exists in Colombia. Preferably by political means, but if they don’t let us, then we have to carry out shooting”

--------Mr. Alfanso Cano, the leader of the FARC. (The Economist 2011)

The origin of FARC as an organization can be traced back to 1948 with the beginning of what came to be known as La Violencia, which lasted till 1953. The violence took place due to the killing of Jorge Eliecer Gaitan
, a Colombian Leftist politician, by the Colombian oligarchy (the Conservatives) which was apprehensive of a social change in the country. Jorge Gaitan was expected to have won the then presidential elections. This incident gave birth to a struggle between the Conservatives and the combined supporters of the Communists and Liberals. In order to defend themselves, the rural population formed self-defense groups, which carried arms, in order to ensure the security for their respective communities. 

However, the armed violence came to a halt when General Rojas Pinilla assumed the presidential office through a coup in 1953. His priority was to end the violence. With the aim of achieving his goals, he ordered the demobilization of the rural self-defense groups, which was encouraged by granting amnesty and introducing governmental aids. These measures were influential in restoring law and order in Colombia. Despite these attempts, a few groups refused to lay down their arms. The FARC draws its origin from these groups, who defied General Pinilla’s orders. The rebel organization identified itself as a peasant organization, which in its initial years, fought for the peasants against the wealthy class within the Colombian society. During the 1990s, the organization grew stronger due to its increasing income from kidnappings and drug trafficking. It has been estimated that the rebels obtain around US$ 600 million to US$ 1 billion, annually, from the drug trade (Koth, 2005). In order to protect its profitable illegal business in drugs, the FARC adopted an anti-imperialist outlook and aspired to remove successive Colombian governments.  


The 1990s witnessed the rise of the FARC as an armed group. In 1995, the rebels carried out numerous small successive attacks against the government. The disruption of the 1998 presidential elections gave the rebels more confidence to carry out kidnappings and armed assault on government offices. However, it was the armed attempt to seize Mitu, the capital of Vaupes
 that gave them prominence as an armed guerilla organization possessing sufficient clout. Andres Pastrana, the then president, was compelled to initiate peace talks with the rebels. As a precondition, he ceded a demilitarized zone, almost the size of Switzerland, to the FARC. This was referred to as the despeje, which, in Spanish, refers to an unoccupied territory. The despeje turned out more beneficial for the FARC than for the government. It acted as a safe haven for them to carry out cultivation of drugs as well as the training of their troops. The money-spinning drug trade and the rise in the number of their members provided FARC with the opportunity to expand its activities internationally. In the late 1990s, they established ties with the Arellano Felix
, an influential Mexican drug smuggler. As Felix dominated most of the smuggling routes and had access to the US, the drug trade grew more beneficial for the FARC. In 2000, they switched loyalties to the Gulf Cartel
, one of the more prominent in Mexico, and by 2004, they shifted towards Joaquin Guzman Loera, the leader of the Sinaloa Federation, Mexico’s most prominent criminal organization (Logan and Morse, 2006). With its increasing association with important drug and criminal organizations involved in operating drug routes to the US, the FARC had transformed itself into one of the major suppliers of cocaine. 


It has been estimated that approximately 80 percent of FARC’s total illicit cocaine outflow enters the USA.  This alarming inflow into the USA compelled the Clinton administration to initiate a joint counter offensive together with the Colombian government. The co-coordinated efforts led to the initiation of Plan Colombia. The intention was to train elite Colombian forces to combat drug trafficking. Moreover, the joint operation also intended to promote economic growth in Colombia by providing alternatives to cocoa cultivation (Logan and Morse, 2006). It further enabled the Colombian authorities to infiltrate the rebel camps and diminish their pervasive activities relating to cocaine cultivation and extraction in an effective manner. The US assistance through Plan Colombia has strengthened the Colombian government. Nonetheless, the prevailing poor economic conditions in the country acted as a catalyst for the FARC in their continued recruitment of members, primarily from the underprivileged areas. In 2001, their members grew from 15,000 to 20,000 (Maddaloni, 2005). The prospering of their drug trade emboldened the FARC rebels to adopt an anti-government and anti-imperialist outlook. To reinforce their campaign against the government, the rebels obstructed the 2002 presidential elections. The kidnapping of Ingrid Betancourt, a presidential candidate, compelled President Pastrana to initiate a military campaign against the rebels. He directed his military to enter the despeje and eliminate the rebels. These measures forced the rebels to seek new areas for recuperation. The porous borders of Colombia allowed them to enter the neighboring countries of Peru, Ecuador and Venezuela where they set up bases in border towns to expand their activities. 

The fragile economic conditions of Peru and Ecuador also aided the FARC in recruiting members to their organization. Correspondingly, the dense forest which separates Colombia and Venezuela made police and military supervision extremely difficult. It aided the rebels in making border crossovers undetected. The rebels established their camps in the border areas where the economic situation was weaker as compared to the major cities. Pedro Rivera Crisancho, a high ranking member of the FARC stated in 2002 that the FARC had entered Peruvian territory to recruit people from the poorer sections of the society. He further added that their goal was not to create international problems for Peru but lend a supporting hand to poor indigenous Peruvians. Similarly, in Lago Agrio
, the FARC lured the population into their cocaine operation with financial incentives. Here, the people were primarily recruited to expand their cocoa cultivation. According to the reports from the Colombian Government, the cocoa cultivation in Peru was carried out in three different locations, encompassing an area of 3050 hectares (Logan and Morse, 2006).  On the other hand, in Venezuela, though the economic conditions are better than that of Colombia, the corrupt democratic institutions have aided the rebels in carrying out their cocoa cultivation. This fact was attested to by the US Drug Enforcement Administration when it published reports in 2004, blaming the National Guards of Venezuela of being involved with the FARC (Logan and Morse, 2006). 

The left wing ideology of President Hugo Chavez and his hesitation in declaring, or even in defining, FARC as a terrorist group has strengthened the suspicion over Venezuela’s credibility. However, these accusations have been strongly condemned by Chavez. He has emphasized that, as a matter of fact, the very existence of the Venezuelan National Anti-Drugs Office enhances Venezuelan credibility. In 2005, it seized 58.4 tons of cocaine, highlighting Venezuela’s campaign against drug traffickers (Logan and Morse, 2006). However, the alarming rise in cocaine production accompanied by limited arrest of individuals involved in the trade reflects FARC’s growing influence in the Venezuelan region. The growth of FARC’s influence internationally has presented three challenges to the Colombian government. First, the international bases acting as production fields have enabled the FARC to carry out their illegal trade in cocaine, unrestricted. Secondly, due to the financial incentives given by the FARC to the poor population, they restrict themselves from becoming government informers. This creates a more challenging environment for the curtailment of FARC’s activities. However, it is the stance taken by the neighboring leaders that act as the most severe threat to the Colombian government in dealing with the FARC. Although, there is evidence of the spread of FARC bases in Peru, the Peruvian authorities have constantly denied these charges. The leaders of Ecuador and Venezuela have refused to recognize the rebels as a terrorist organization. Consequently, the Colombian government has been unable to initiate a military campaign against the FARC in these nations. 

With the flourishing of its illegal drug trade internationally, together with its dependence on kidnapping and violence to intimidate the Colombian government, the FARC has been categorized as a Transnational Organized Criminal Unit by several countries. Despite the growth of its activities in the international arena, the nucleus of FARC’s activities remains in Colombia, creating a national security threat. 

ALVARO URIBE: The Reasons Behind his Determination

Alvaro Uribe won the 2002 presidential election due to his continuous efforts to lessen the threat posed by the FARC. His approach was more aggressive than his predecessors, a stance that appealed to the local population. He was instrumental in strengthening Plan Colombia, which as stated earlier, allowed the US to set up seven military bases across Colombia. The better trained Colombian army with the assistance of the US forces was influential in eliminating several of FARC’s key leaders. These measures increased Uribe’s popularity, enabling him to be re-elected for a second consecutive term. Displeased with the election results, the FARC led three armed attacks on the president. The failed armed attempts added to Uribe’s resolve to eradicate the FARC. However, due to the illicit drug trade still flourishing and the constant recruitment of members from the neighboring nations, the FARC remains far from being weakened.


Over the years, the FARC has expanded its activities relating to international drug trafficking. With the drafting of members from neighboring regions, the military strength of the rebels increased, creating a more serious security challenge for the Colombian government. The initiatives taken by successive Colombian governments to dilute the threat posed by the FARC can be traced back to the 1970s.  During these years, the FARC had infiltrated into numerous villages in Colombia, inflicting fear among the populace and molding them within their jurisdiction. Colombia’s failing economy acted as a catalyst to usher citizens into drug trafficking. This created a serious challenge for the then President Julio Cesar Turbay (Maddaloni, 2005). In order to address the security challenge, he endowed the military with necessary constitutional powers to carry out an aggressive campaign against the rebels. His successors upheld the campaign against the rebels, but adopted a different approach. President Belisario Betancur and President Pastrana initiated peace talks with the FARC. However, their efforts proved to be futile. 


Alvaro Uribe’s presidential campaign was a continuation of his predecessor’s efforts. His ideological beliefs accompanied by his aspiration to restore security and stability laid the foundations for taking an aggressive anti-FARC stance. Nevertheless, it was his personal experiences with the FARC, which added the aggressive militaristic trait to his campaign.


Uribe started his career as a bureaucratic officer, but soon adopted politics as his profession. He gained his first recognition as a politician when he was elected as a local council representative in Medellin
. By 1980, his political career gained prominence when he was elected the mayor of Medellin. But in 1983, his political momentum met with a serious set-back due to his father’s death for which FARC claimed responsibility (NACLA, 2002). This incident was pivotal in compelling Uribe to adopt a hard line anti-FARC policy, thereby signaling the start of a long series of confrontations.


While Uribe was governor of Antioquia in 1995, the armed violence conducted by the FARC grew substantially, creating an unsafe environment for the citizens. In order to curb the actions of the rebels, Uribe formed the Convivirs, an association of citizens ensuring rural security. His initiatives were praised both by the government and the public who aspired for restoration of peace and security. The popular support led to the emergence of Colombia First, a political movement which supported Uribe’s presidency. It allowed Uribe to detach himself from his former Liberal Party and compete as an independent candidate. Subsequently, the 2002 elections became a historic landmark with Uribe succeeding the presidential elections in the first round (NACLA, 2002). However, in the inaugural ceremony itself, mortars were launched by the rebels, demonstrating their utter disregard for the election process. It also revealed their deep antipathy towards Uribe. In the subsequent months, this was followed by two more terror attacks to eliminate Uribe. These attacks compelled Uribe to strengthen Colombian co-operation with the US. With more financial incentives and improved military support, the Uribe administration emerged as FARC’s most formidable opposition. 

HUGO CHAVEZ


To gain a comprehensive understanding of the reasons which led to the deterioration of relations between the two neighbors, it is essential to understand the ideology, policies and the view of Hugo Chavez towards the FARC and the United States.


From the American perspective, Chavez is labeled as a Leftist rabble-rouser having orchestrated a movement based on class and racial resentment to achieve his position as Venezuela’s president. His loyalty to Fidel Castro, a despised figure in the US, and his rancor towards capitalist policies leading to the formation of ALBA
, exemplifies him as an anti-imperialist. Moreover, his reform policies, especially those pertaining to media regulations have drawn disapproval from international right groups. Added to this criticism was the incidence of La Lista, a list of signatures presented in 2004 demanding a referendum on Chavez’s recall from office. The disagreement by the signatories led the Chavez government to transform it into a “black list”, restricting services to the dignitaries (Brooks, 2005). 

Nevertheless, the presidential election of 1998 which marked his victory by 56 percent of popular vote cannot be disputed. Being raised in poverty, Chavez associated himself effortlessly with the poorer sections. In 1999, he successfully drafted a new constitution, ensuring greater usage of referendums, expanding the responsibility of the people in politics as well the economy. It was also instrumental in granting equal social rights to women as well as setting up banks to provide micro credit to indigenous people allowing them to expand agricultural activities and industry, which in turn, eroded the elitist grip on Venezuelan politics. Furthermore, his “social programs”
 were influential in lowering the Gini-coefficient
 and improving conditions in healthcare, education and agriculture, indirectly creating a support base which allowed him to remain in power for a second consecutive term. The popularity of Chavez in Latin America is not an element of surprise. Richard Gott, in his book, Hugo Chavez and the Bolivarian Revolution¸ describes Chavez as a magnetic personality with a democratic approach, whose concern for the poor is genuine (Stronen and Grove, 2011). 

Yet, to understand the causes leading to the deterioration of relations between Venezuela and Colombia, one has to look beyond Chavez’s approach for his nation. It was the initiation of the Bolivarian Revolution, the alleged ties with the FARC and the anti-imperialist stance that obligated Uribe to endorse a suspicious outlook towards Chavez.





The Bolivarian Revolution

The first political act of Chavez after he became president in 1998 was the replacement of the 1961 Venezuela Constitution, which renamed the nation as the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela. It indicated the start of Chavez’s Bolivarian Revolution, a philosophy which drew inspiration from Simon Bolivar’s ideology. It is a form of democratic socialism which denounces imperialism, intending to generate a mass movement in the Latin American region promoting economic independence, ensuring fair distribution of revenues and prohibiting political corruption (Spelz, 2007). The Bolivarian ideology as interpreted by Chavez is vehemently opposed to US presence in Latin Americas as well as the capitalist economic policies, raising concerns for the US ally, Colombia (Sellick, 2005). In 2000, FARC launched its own form of Bolivarian Revolution named Movimiento Bolivariano para la Nueva Colombia, with the aim of creating a political front for self-representation. The initiation of the movement indicated to the possible inspiration drawn from Chavez’s ideology. Moreover, the unrestricted attendance of FARC members in Chavez’s Bolivarian Congress held annually indicated possible linkages. President Luiz Inacio Lula of Brazil advised Chavez to prohibit the FARC from attending the annual conferences (International Crisis Group, 2005). Chavez’s refusal outlined his possible association with the rebels. 

Possible Linkage with the FARC


After Chavez became president in 1998, he proclaimed Saddam Hussain as his brother and sympathized with the activities carried out by the Taliban. In recent years, he has strengthened ties with Iran and has recognized the FARC as an insurgent group with a political propaganda. In 2000, Olga Marin, a prominent member of the FARC, addressing Venezuela’s National Assembly offered gratitude to the Venezuelan government for its support. Subsequently, owing to the growth of FARC’s camps in Venezuela and the limited arrests of individuals affiliated to the rebels, accusations towards Chavez have grown stronger.  

Nonetheless, when Uribe became Colombian president in 2002, Chavez rendered his support towards the campaign against FARC. During a press conference, Chavez stated that “co-operative measures would be taken to turn the page on the stormy past and proceed to establish a new era of brotherhood” (Kimer, 2005). Interestingly enough, his actions were in sharp contrast to his statement. Chavez’s prohibition of US aircraft carrying out anti-narcotic operations and his refusal to co-operate with the US Drug Enforcement Agency transformed Venezuela into a safe haven for the rebels. Moreover, in 2008, during a speech before Venezuela’s Congress, Chavez voiced his opinion for removing the FARC from the US and European terrorist lists (Madhavan, 2010). The seizure of rebel camps in Venezuela was pivotal in addressing the security threat posed by FARC. Chavez’s empathy towards the FARC accompanied by his endeavors to restrict the counter-narcotic operations proved detrimental for Uribe’s campaign. These incidents were more than sufficient to create a cloud of mistrust over Chavez’s commitments.

A Sense of Insecurity
With the aim to curb the rise of illegal cocaine trade in the United States, the administration of George W. Bush increased its military and financial support to the Uribe government. However, the US assistance was perceived as a symptom of imperialist expansion by Chavez, leading to his resentment.  In order to comprehend his condemnation towards the United States, one has to look at three key aspects. 

First, it is essential to focus on the US activities related to the obliteration of global terrorism. Since his assumption of the presidential office, Chavez has been empathetic with the activities of the Taliban. Furthermore, he has reiterated his support towards Muammar Gaddafi and Saddam Hussein, both accused by the US government for crimes against humanity (Shifter, 2006). Be that as it may, mere affiliations with these leaders are not sufficient to label him as a terrorist. However, from the US and Colombian perspective, he is guilty by association. Moreover, after the 9/11 terror attacks, aggressive campaigns were launched against the Taliban and Saddam Hussein. These campaigns eroded the authority of the Taliban and successfully removed Saddam Hussein from power. The belligerent approach of the US accompanied by the Bolivarian ideology obliged Chavez to adopt a strong anti-US stance.


Moreover, Chavez’s rancor towards the US was accelerated by its militaristic presence in the Latin American region. Despite, its military bases in Colombia, the US armed forces had established camps in Panama and Puerto Rico. With the growth of FARC’s narcotic trade, the US government pioneered a war on drugs, which resulted in a greater US militaristic presence in the South American region. Chavez’s sympathy towards the rebels, along with the growth of their camps in Venezuela acted as an obstacle in the curtailment of the cocaine trade. These incidents were more than sufficient for the US as well as Colombia to adopt a precautionary stand against Chavez, compelling him to interpret the US presence as a threat to his presidency.

In an attempt to palliate the influence of the US in Latin America, Chavez formed the Bolivarian Alliance for the Americas (ALBA). Apart from Venezuela, the organization comprises Antigua and Barbuda, Bolivia, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Nicaragua and Saint Vincent. The member states endorse the Bolivarian ideology engineered by Chavez, providing support to his policies. However, the coalition proves to be a weaker opposition in comparison to the US and its allies. 

Chavez depicted the militaristic removal of his allies and the growth of US armed forces in the South American region as a threat to his presidency. Furthermore, a weak support base has made Chavez insecure within his own sphere of influence. His insecurity culminated into a feeling of suspicion towards the US and Colombia, which in turn, created obstacles for Uribe’s campaign. On the other hand, the strengthening of ties between Colombia and the US was interpreted by Chavez as a threat to his presidency. It was the mutual mistrust between the two neighbors that sowed the seed for the deterioration of bilateral relations.
THE CONFRONTATIONS

Despite Uribe’s right-wing ideology and his alliance with the United States, Chavez extended his hand in cooperation to diminish the influence of the FARC. The promising stance towards a better cooperative bilateral era was stained by the 2004 Rodrigo Granda Affair as well as the stance taken by the leaders during the 2007 hostages-for-prisoners swap operation. These incidents were instrumental in accelerating the mutual mistrust between the two leaders, creating an environment of animosity. Relations deteriorated further after the 2008 Andean Crisis. It agitated both the nations to engage in a probable warfare, signaling the onset of the darkest hour between the neighbors.


This paper will outline the three events with the objective of highlighting their significance, which played a pivotal role in the deterioration of bilateral relations.





The Rodrigo Granda Affair


The first spark that gave rise to a confrontation between the Uribe and Chavez administrations arose from the capture of Rodrigo Granda by the Colombian authorities on  December 13, 2004. Granda was the international spoke-person of the FARC, entrusted with the responsibility to circulate FARC’s significance globally with the view of garnering support. Following the capture, the Colombian government stated in a press conference, that Granda was arrested in Cucuta.
 However, the FARC posted an opposing statement on its website asserting that Granda was abducted in Venezuela, where he was attending the Second Bolivarian Congress session and then transported across the border. Dismissing the claims as illegitimate, the Uribe government stood firm in his statement. However, the Uribe administration was placed in a precarious position, after evidence affirming to bribing of the Venezuelan National Guard by Colombian officials surfaced (Kimer, 2005). Enraged by these findings, Chavez criticized the actions of the Colombian government as an infringement on Venezuela’s sovereignty. He adjured upon his neighbors to issue a public apology. Colombia responded in an incredulous manner. It admitted to its cross-border bounty operation but refused to acknowledge any violation of its neighbor’s territory. Furthermore, Uribe had constantly suspected Chavez of harboring the rebels, a claim which lacked credible evidence. However, with the retrieval of a Venezuelan national ID from Granda and the evidence of his voting in Venezuelan elections, Uribe’s allegations gained prominence. The dispute escalated further, when the then US Secretary of State, Condoleezza Rice, assured Colombia of complete US support. She went on to state that, Chavez’s presence in the Latin American region had a negative implication. In retaliation, Chavez recalled the Venezuelan ambassador from Bogota and suspended major economic ties (Madhavan, 2005).  

However, the economic relations between the two nations played a pivotal role in diluting the tensions. The trade between the two neighbors reaped profits for both in 2004. During the suspension of ties, only cross-border transportation was obstructed, whereas the major business transactions were operational. A hindrance of an annual trade of US$2.5 billion could have proven disadvantageous for both the nations. Moreover, due to the initiatives taken by the other Andean countries as well as the United States, the suspended bilateral relations were restored through diplomatic means. 

Nonetheless, the incident had negative implications for both Colombia as well as Venezuela. The Uribe administration was charged for making a false statement, which created doubts over its credibility. Furthermore, the cross-border operation which was carried out by the Colombian government without prior notification to the Chavez administration placed Colombia on the defensive, a stance that could only mean that it had to bear the accusations of trespassing into foreign country. On the other hand, the incidents proved to be more detrimental for Venezuela. Over the years, Chavez has sympathized with the FARC but had constantly denied any form of association with them. The capture of Rodrigo Granda and the evidence of his participation in Venezuelan elections alongside his attendance in the Second Bolivarian session, lent support to critics of Chavez who labeled him as a supporter of the rebels (Center for International Policy’s Colombia Program, 2005). 
The 2007 Hostages for Prisoner Swap


 Ever since the early 1970s the FARC rebels had carried out kidnapping of high ranking government officials. The primary motive was to secure sufficient funds to allow them to continue with their declared objectives. But it was the kidnapping of Ingrid Betancourt in 2002 which drew international attention. Betancourt is a Colombian politician and an anti-corruption activist with a dual French nationality (International Crisis Group, 2008). Her capture caught the attention of French President Sarkozy, who left no stone unturned to facilitate her release. 


However, without any tangible results surfacing till as late as 2007 relating to her release coupled with the international attention generated by President Sarkozy pressure began mounting on the Uribe administration. In order to address the issue in an effective manner, Uribe authorized Chavez to be the mediator of the swap, a request to which Chavez obliged. 


Within a short period of time, Chavez was able to initiate negotiations with the high ranking members of the FARC. The rebels’ demands were conveyed to Chavez by Uribe. The main thrust was that the municipalities of Pradera and Florida be declared as De-Militarized Zones. These areas are regarded as privileged locations due to their ports, which connects Colombia to the international community through the Pacific Ocean (International Crisis Group, 2008). Giving in to the FARC’s demands would enable the rebels to gain unrestricted passage to the international markets, hence enhancing their illicit trade in cocaine.

President Uribe did not succumb to the rebels’ demands:  granting the DMZs would be in sharp contrast to his pre-presidential electoral campaign during which he had criticized his predecessor Pastrana, for allotting DMZ to the FARC, which eventually turned into a safe haven for the rebels. Moreover, it was Uribe’s fear that the allotment of a DMZ would be perceived as a political defeat, obligating him to cease negotiations with the rebels. In accordance with his stance, he requested Chavez to end mediations as well (International Crisis Group, 2008). 

However, despite being asked to step down as the mediator, Chavez continued his role unofficially. Through the swap, the FARC wanted to regain national visibility which it had lost. Moreover, it viewed the exchange as an opportunity to remove itself from being tagged in the international terrorist list and instead obtain recognition as a belligerent force. Chavez acknowledged these objectives and urged the international community to grant the rebels a belligerent status. He supported his claim by stating, that if the FARC were categorized as a belligerent force, it had to abide by international humanitarian law, hence opening the door to the peace talks (International Crisis Group, 2008).

In July, 2008 the Colombian military initiated Operation Jaque, which led to the release of Betancourt, an act welcomed by the international community. Though Uribe was pleased with the military operation, he was more concerned about Chavez than the appreciation shown by the global society. Chavez’s sympathy and his public support towards the FARC made Uribe suspicious about his involvement (International Crisis Group, 2008). Uribe criticized Chavez by condemning his efforts as legitimization rather than mediation. Naturally, the accusations were not welcomed by Chavez. This eventually created serious diplomatic tensions between the two leaders.


The already fragile diplomatic relations were further weakened with the unauthorized Colombian military incursion into Ecuadorian territory, igniting a severe diplomatic crisis in entire the Andean region.





The 2008 Andean Crisis 

Under the military campaign termed as Operation Phoenix by the Colombian government, coordinated armed strikes were carried out against Raul Reyes, FARC’s second-in-command. To the international community, Reyes was recognized as the spokesperson for the rebels. He actively participated in hostage negotiations, held meetings with sympathizers to secure international support for the organization and conducted armed strikes against the Colombian government (Committee of Foreign Affairs United States Senate, 2008). In accordance with the objective of curtailing the activities of the FARC, the Uribe administration initiated campaigns to locate Reyes. After weeks of investigation, the Colombian government successfully traced Reyes to a camp situated inside Ecuador. The location posed a challenge for Uribe as he mistrusted the Ecuadorian government in relation to drug curtailment activities (DeShazo, 2008). He feared that providing prior information to his neighbors might undermine the efficiency of the operation. However, it was his fear of a negative response from his neighbors that hindered him from informing his Ecuadorian counterpart. Hence, on March 1, 2008, Operation Phoenix was launched (Walser, 2008). The military campaign was successful resulting in the collection of three laptops, but, more significantly, in eliminating Reyes. The documents retrieved from the computers pointed to strong connections between the FARC and the governments of Venezuela and Ecuador. These revelations ushered a severe diplomatic crisis in the Andean region. 


The Ecuadorian government condemned the unauthorized military incursion and the accusations linking them with the FARC. Ecuadorian President Rafael Correa vehemently denounced the attacks, declaring them as acts of aggression and an infringement on their national sovereignty. He went on to criticize Uribe’s accusations as an act more in the lines of a comedy and questioned the authenticity of the files in the laptops. He severed diplomatic ties with Colombia and urged the Organization of the American States (OAS) to mediate the crisis. Correa submitted a draft of his government’s demands to the OAS.  First, the Ecuadorian government advocated an international condemnation of the attack. Secondly, Ecuador requested the OAS to conduct an investigation into the validity or otherwise of the computer files; and, finally, urged for a pledge from the Colombian government ensuring no future incursions (Committee of Foreign Affairs United States Senate, 2008). 

Nonetheless, it was Chavez’s statement in his weekly televised program, Alo Presidente, which transformed the bilateral crisis into a regional one. During his television program, Chavez rendered posthumous praise to Reyes calling him as a good revolutionary. In a display of asserting his credentials as a firm supporter of Ecuador he recalled his ambassador from Bogota, consequently suspending diplomatic ties with Colombia. Furthermore, he orchestrated the movement of his troops towards the Colombian border creating an atmosphere of brinkmanship. He warned Uribe that an attack on FARC in Venezuelan soil would be considered as an act of war against Venezuela (Walser, 2008).

Yet, despite the escalation in the diplomatic crisis, Uribe did not sever ties with either of his neighbors. A concrete reason could not be provided for his actions. However, some analyst believed that Uribe did not severe ties with his neighbors, in order to garner international support. The analysis gained justification when Uribe accepted the military incursions to be unjustified but took initiatives to divert the attention of the international community towards the Ecuadorian and Venezuelan assistance for the FARC. He went on to welcome the OAS and other international organizations to conduct investigations in order to authenticate the computer files. 

The Colombian government carried out the military operation under the impression that it would not invite any repercussions (Walser, 2008). Uribe believed that an area occupied predominantly by the FARC rather than Ecuadorian officials would not spark any confrontations. But the unauthorized actions widened the polarization of trust between them and their neighbors, placing the nations on the verge of a war.





DISSOLVING THE ANDEAN CRISIS

The suspended diplomatic ties along with the movement of Venezuelan troops towards the Colombian border sent alarming signals to the international community. UN Secretary General Ban Ki Moon exhibited concern and requested the three nations to restrict themselves from engaging in warfare.  Javier Solana, the then European Union High Representative for the Common Foreign and Security Policy urged Uribe to maintain composure and regulate his speeches to curb any possible escalations leading to armed conflict. Nonetheless, despite the mobilization of troops and exchange of heated accusations, the diplomatic crisis did not intensify into a war, the credit to which can be attributed to the diplomatic efforts of the regional hemispheric organizations such as the Organization of American States (OAS) and the Rio Group. 
Organization of American States

Jose Miguel Insulza, the Secretary General of the OAS was faced with the challenging task of addressing the Andean diplomatic crisis. The Secretary General called for a seminar to discuss the regional concern, in which the debate circled around two issues: one, respect to territorial sovereignty; and, two, the responsibility of monitoring one’s territory while ensuring that it is not used by any force or organization to harm others. After the conclusion of the seminar, the OAS passed its resolution on March 5 2008, stating that under no circumstances can territorial integrity be undermined. Insulza sent OAS missions to the three nations in an attempt to restore the regional status quo (Walser, 2008). 





The Rio Group


The Rio Group is an organization of the heads of states in the Latin American countries. It was formed after the Central American crisis in the 1980s with the vision of solving regional challenges collaboratively. Its 20th annual summit was scheduled to be held on March 7, 2008 in the Dominican Republic, which provided an adequate platform for dissolving the Andean crisis in a collective and peaceful manner. 
The summit which is usually held behind closed doors was opened up to the media at the request of President Uribe, as a measure to ensure transparency. The international attention put the dignitaries under immense pressure to produce a positive outcome. Uribe came to the summit stating that if the computer files proved to be authentic, he would file a case against Chavez in the International Criminal Court. On the other hand, Venezuela and Ecuador entered the summit as a coalition seeking the condemnation of Colombia by the international community. However, both Chavez and Correa maintained that they were willing to work co-operatively with Colombia if Uribe admitted to the illegal military incursion and publicly apologized for his actions (Walser, 2008). 

Against this background, to answer to the mounting international pressure and the deepening Andean crisis, Dominican President Leonel Fernandaz orchestrated a meeting between Uribe and Correa. After the bilateral conference, Uribe issued a public apology to Ecuador and vowed not to repeat any attacks on Ecuadorian soil in the future. The reason behind his apology was to ensure Ecuadorian support to eradicate the FARC. However, many analysts held the view that it was an attempt made by Uribe to redeem his unjustified actions and also to acquire international support. With regards to Venezuela, Uribe withdrew his proposal to lodge a complaint against Chavez in the ICC (Walser, 2008). This was a significant breakthrough in the cold relations. As a matter of fact, Uribe’s actions encouraged Chavez to work collaboratively with him to solve the Andean Crisis. 
The Rio Summit was instrumental in diffusing the aggravating situation. It showed the critical role played by a third party, a regional organization, in intervening between two camps which were bent more on confrontation than on compromise. Yet, in many ways, the very fact that it took less than a week to ease the situation showed that the crisis did not possess either the kind of depth or the extreme criticality that warranted intervention by a third force; in this case, by The Rio Group. It may thus not be out of place to perhaps hold that the conflict between the two nations, Venezuela and Colombia, rather indicated a quarrel between two brothers who were in the habit of quarrelling most of the time. 
Though the Andean Crisis had simmered down it had nevertheless sowed the seeds for perturbing repercussions. The US government in order to reiterate its support for the Colombian government initiated the Defense Co-operation Agreement (DCA) in August, 2009, establishing seven US military bases across Colombia. The agreement was heavily criticized by Chavez as well as by the then Brazilian President Lula. Chavez retaliated by breaking trading ties with Colombia which acted as an obstacle towards the promise of working collaboratively to resolve diplomatic apprehensions and to ensure regional stability (Walser, 2008). Evidently, therefore, the two neighboring nations have been deviating from the primary objective of adjudicating the threat posed by the FARC, thereby falling short in the enhancement of co-operation in the battle against drug trafficking. 
CHAPTER FIVE: Observation and Conclusion
It can be safely summed up by stating that the two countries, Venezuela and Colombia, underwent a more intense confrontation with one another ever since the two presidents, Chavez and Uribe, assumed their respective offices. Marked as the relations have been by accusations and counter accusations in previous decades, pertaining mainly to border disputes and bilateral trade relations, the focus shifted to a good extent to the curtailment of drug trafficking on the one hand and a bitter struggle to eliminate the FARC, especially from 2002, on the other, forming the central thrust in Alvaro Uribe’s overall national policy. Simultaneously, Hugo Chavez consistently maintained an anti-USA stance, to an extent where he more often than not seemingly courted the Leftist ideology governing the FARC’s functioning. The other notable factor that begs for attention is the fact that despite the two nation being almost on the verge of a war they did not curtail their trade relations with one another, a condition clearly indicating that their mutual economic concerns overpowered even the bitterness generated from deep and severe differences in political ideologies as well as in matters relating to international drug trafficking.       
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The graph shown above clearly defines the increase in the export of Colombian goods to Venezuela from 2003 to 2008 (Weishart and Johnston, 2010). It drives home the point that expanding economic relations between the nations act as an inducement for not engaging in any form of armed conflict, thus reaffirming the contention that economic gains outweigh militaristic engagement. 


Although the bilateral relations between the two neighbors have never been characterized by actual warfare since 2002 till date, yet their relationship remains anchored on shallow diplomatic grounds. The combined political zeal between the two countries to address the activities of the FARC has not gathered momentum. The growth of personnel rivalries, ideological confrontations and short term decision making have instead emerged as the chief obstacles in the path of effective bilateral collaboration. 


In Colombia, the FARC’s reputation has grown as a narco-terrorist organization lacking political legitimacy. However, Venezuela recognizes the rebels as a belligerent force and supports the organization in its pursuit to becoming a political party. Under the ideology of Hugo Chavez, any nation or organization exercising a leftist ideology should be considered Venezuela’s compatriots, even if they bear the insignia of an “armed revolutionary”. Over the years, Chavez has constantly denied any form of association with the FARC, but his failure to offer a constructive proposal to dilute the activities of the FARC has provided more ammunition to his critics (Walser, 2008).


Uribe’s years as the president of Colombia were the most challenging years for the FARC. Despite the fact that the organization lost key leaders and their cocaine cultivation disrupted in several areas, it remains far from defeated. Furthermore, the abundance of sanctuaries near the Colombia-Venezuela border serves them as safe havens (International Crisis Group, 2008). Co-operative endeavors are essential to destabilize the FARC as well as in reducing their influence in the regional as well as in the international level. 


 Like a living organism a country, too, goes through its own growth process. At times healthy, at other times weak; at times seeking friends, at other times belligerent; at times confident in its control over its own actions, at other times caught in forces over which it has no control. For both Venezuela and Colombia, the phases that have shaped them have been reflective of such an organism. In the years following the assumption of their respective offices by Chavez and Uribe, in an otherwise unfriendly atmosphere, the one, major silver lining in the relations between the two countries has been the lucrative trade from 2003. One of the primary reasons for the decline of trade was Chavez’s retaliation to strengthening of Plan Colombia by simmering trade operations. Yet, this has declined since 2008. Then again, in terms of trading partners, China has replaced Venezuela as Colombia’s second highest trading partner (Weishart and Johnston, 2010). Though the initiatives taken by Colombia’s Constitutional Court to dilute the seven US military bases provides a ray of hope towards the strengthening of bilateral ties, the current Colombian President Juan Manuel Santos’s determination to maintain US alliance might prove detrimental to the overall relations between the two nations. Colombia’s inclination to pursue a liberal and free market philosophy in strategic partnership with the US as opposed to Venezuela’s adherence to the Bolivarian ideology, molded in tune with the aspirations of an imperialist-free Latin American region, regrettably, highlights a probable continued  friction between the once brother nations in the near future (Walser, 2008). Given this situation, it can only be hoped that statesmanship in the larger context of good-neighborliness prevails over issues that do not lead to human happiness.
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� He was a Venezuelan military and political leader, who played an important role in the struggle for independence against the Spanish Empire. After his victory over the Spanish monarchy, he founded the first independent union of Hispanic-American states known as Gran Colombia. 


� Venezuela’s Capital


� It was formed in 1930 and is the legal communist party of Colombia. During the 1960’s and 1970s, it sponsored the activities of the FARC. They justified their actions by stating that the FARC was their defensive wall against the capitalist and the imperialist. However, they officially mitigated their ties with the FARC in 1993.





� A state in Colombia


� Arellano Felix is a Mexican drug smuggler, who formed the Tijuana Cartel which is responsible for numerous murders and smuggling of drugs.


� One of the oldest and more prominent drug cartels in Mexico


� A small town in Ecuador, near the border of Colombia


� It is the second largest town in Colombia. 


� It stands for Alternativa Bolivariana par alas Americas. It is an economic plan created to counter the Free Trade Area of the Americas.


� Programs created under the supervision of Chavez, which aims to provide free dental care, access to education and aid to the less advantage section of the society.


� It is a measure of statistical dispersion developed by the Italian statistician Corrado Gini. It refers to the measure of inequality in distribution.


� It is a Colombian city near the Venezuelan border





