
C h a p t e r  8

The Continuing 
Pull of the Polar 
Star: Colombian 
Foreign Policy 
in the Post–Cold 
War Era*
Stephen J. Randall

Introduction

The tension between ideology and pragmatism in the making of foreign 
policy exists to some degree in all nations, including Colombia. Some 
analysts would point to the fact that Colombia has largely adhered to a 
close relationship with the United States since World War I as evidence 
of a predominantly conservative ideological orientation in the nation’s 
foreign policy. That perspective would be further reinforced by the fact that 
during the Cold War years Colombian governments, without exception, 
adhered to the Western, anti-Communist position dominated by the 
United States. There were administrations during which that orientation 
was more pronounced than others, as for instance during the conserva-
tive-dominated 1950s, when Colombia was the only Latin American 
country to commit troops to the Korean War, and other administrations 
that adhered to a more multilateral position, such as the governments 
of Carlos Lleras Restrepo (1966–1970) or Alfonso López Michelsen 
(1970–1974), which opened up trade relationships with Soviet bloc 
countries and took a moderate position on Cuba’s place in hemispheric 
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affairs. However, overall there is little debate over the fact that Colombian 
governments in the Cold War years were intensely anti-Communist.

Yet, as this chapter suggests, the orientation of Colombian foreign 
policy in the post-1945 years was driven largely by pragmatic consider-
ations, in particular the realistic perspective that the United States was 
the hegemonic power in the hemisphere, with the result that it was in 
Colombian interests to maintain a reasonably balanced and positive rela-
tionship with the “polar star.” Colombian foreign policy has thus been 
predominantly pragmatic, but this does not mean that it was devoid of 
values and ideas. Colombian leaders, regardless of party affiliation, have 
placed a high degree of importance on the nation’s adherence to the 
principles of international law.

Foreign policy has also been multilateral in its orientation, consis-
tent with the policies that most smaller nations tend to pursue, and 
Colombia has been a strong supporter of the United Nations and the 
Organization of American States (OAS). The country’s foreign policy 
has also tended to be dominated by a small foreign-policy elite, of which 
the president has without exception been the most significant player. 
Many Colombian presidents have viewed themselves as essentially their 
own foreign ministers, at least in terms of setting the agenda, leaving 
Congress and public opinion with little real influence and the Foreign 
and Defense ministries with the responsibility to implement rather than 
design policy. This chapter focuses on Colombian foreign policy from the 
1990s to 2010, a year in which the two terms of President Alvaro Uribe 
Vélez will come to an end; but the chapter also places those years in a 
larger historical context in order to stress the continuities in Colombian 
foreign policy.

The Historical Context

Colombian foreign policy since the end of the Cold War must be under-
stood within the larger context of its evolution since World War I.1 
Over the past century two fundamental forces have shaped Colombian 
foreign policy. The first and foremost has been relations with the United 
States, a relationship that has been above all economic, strategic, and 
pragmatic rather than ideological, even though there have often been 
shared values and shared assumptions about the nature of the world in 
which they operated. To the extent that Colombian policymakers have 
adhered to principles in foreign policy it has been the unwavering com-
mitment to international law; yet that commitment has not imposed 
any degree of rigidity in the Colombian approach to its international 
relations. The loss of Panama in the first decade of the twentieth century, 
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for which Colombians continue to hold U.S. actions responsible even if 
they grudgingly acknowledge Colombian mismanagement, represented 
a significant turning point in Colombia’s external relations. Colombian 
leaders recognized they had a choice between pragmatism, which would 
align Colombian interests with the interests of the United States as the 
hemispheric and ultimately global superpower, or they could pursue poli-
cies that would be more balanced and multilateral in nature. They might 
even have pursued a kind of Bolivarian vision of leadership within Latin 
America, a notion long dormant but which Hugo Chávez has rekindled 
in Venezuela. Colombian leaders chose the pragmatic course, with the 
result that since the World War I era, relations with the United States 
have dominated Colombia’s orientation even during those administra-
tions that have sought to play more significant roles on the regional and 
world stage.

Other forces that have driven Colombian foreign policy have been 
the internal insurgency since the late 1940s and the international impli-
cations of illegal narcotics cultivation and trafficking since the 1970s. 
Both factors, the guerrilla insurgency and the narcotics industry, have 
been politically and economically destabilizing forces domestically, but 
they have also contributed to regional security challenges and to tensions 
with Colombia’s immediate neighbors.2 Responding to those challenges 
has served primarily to reinforce Colombia’s ties to the United States at 
the same time that, perhaps paradoxically, they have been sources of fric-
tion between the two nations. In this sense Colombia is hardly unique. 
Middle powers tend to be consistently torn between responding to the 
demands of their hegemon at the same time that they seek to engage the 
larger world. As with other middle powers that have a high degree of 
dependency on a single nation, Colombia has consistently sought to bal-
ance the dominance of the United States with a quest for multilateral ties 
and commitment to major international organizations, such as the UN, 
the OAS, the Andean group, and to support such international agencies 
as the International Court of Justice.

Such an orientation has been driven primarily by realpolitik and a 
belief in the fundamental importance of international law. Whatever the 
factors that led Colombian elites to choose the course they did over the 
past century, these were Colombian choices as much as decisions driven 
by Washington, but the latitude within which those choices were made 
was very limited. The result has been a high degree of economic, military, 
and political dependency on the United States, a dependency that, in the 
decade on which this chapter focuses, has significantly increased.3

Colombia’s economic linkages have reinforced its foreign-policy 
 orientation. The United States has traditionally been the dominant trade 
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partner, but regional trade also represents an important component of 
the Colombian economy, in particular the relationship with Venezuela, 
which is the second largest market for Colombian products. In 2007, 
for instance, the United States exported more than $8.5 billion in goods 
to Colombia and imported more than $9.4 billion.4 By contrast, total 
Colombian trade with Venezuela in that year was approximately $4.1 
 billion, while with Brazil it was $2.5 billion, with Mexico $3.3 billion, 
and with Germany $1.5 billion.5 It is evident where Colombia’s primary 
trade interests reside, and the protection as well as expansion of that 
 market has been a logical foreign-policy goal, including the negotiation 
of a still to be ratified Free Trade Agreement with the United States.

In addition to the consistent, even if sometimes reluctant, adherence to 
the “Polar Star” fixation that has characterized Colombian foreign policy, 
scholars have identified other features of Colombian policy formation 
that have determined its orientation. One factor has been the extreme 
elitism of policy formation, normally limited to the president and an 
inner circle of advisors. Although Congress has committees that debate 
foreign policy they have had relatively little impact on policy. That has 
also been true of the Advisory Commission of the Ministry of Foreign 
Relations, composed of all former presidents and a few appointees.6 Nor 
has the Foreign Ministry exercised a degree of influence equal to that of 
the British Foreign Office or the U.S. Department of State.

As in other nations, the importance of military issues in the 
Colombian context has further eroded the influence of the Foreign 
Ministry and increased the relative importance of other ministries, 
particularly Defense. Nor has domestic public opinion tended to be a 
significant factor in policy formation. It is arguable that in the decades 
since drugs trafficking and the domestic insurgency became a major 
international issue, foreign opinion has been a far more significant force 
in shaping Colombian policy responses on such critical issues as human 
rights than has domestic public opinion, including even such orga-
nized entities as the trade unions, the coffee federation, and ANDI, the 
industrial association.7

Preoccupation with the relationship with the United States has 
not precluded some administrations from pursuing more multilateral 
policies, an approach that in the Cold War years tended to be more 
characteristic of Liberal than of Conservative governments. That mul-
tilateralism was evident in the orientation of President Carlos Lleras 
Restrepo (1966–1970), who sought to open diplomatic and commercial 
ties with the Soviet Union and other countries of Eastern Europe from 
1968. Lleras’s position was strongly supported by his foreign minister 
and later president Alfonso López Michelsen (1974–1978), who also 
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supported normalization of relations with Cuba, with the result that once 
the OAS reversed its earlier policy of isolating Cuba, López’s adminis-
tration established full diplomatic relations with Castro’s government. 
López Michelsen and most of his presidential successors recognized that 
Colombia had paid a high price for its opposition to Fidel Castro under 
Carlos Lleras Camargo, especially given the Cuban links to the ELN 
guerrillas (National Liberation Army) and Castro’s capacity to play a 
broker role in the region (which continued into the twenty-first century 
during the Uribe crisis with Ecuador and Venezuela). Certainly the Lleras 
and López Michelsen approaches were driven more by the pragmatic 
desire to diversify Colombian trade and international relations than by 
any ideological empathy for Cuba or the countries directly within the 
Soviet sphere.

Virgilio Barco as president (1986–1990) took an even more pro-
nounced direction in his government’s foreign policy, at times appearing 
to take positions that would be deliberately opposite to those of the 
United States. His administration, along with other members of the 
nonaligned movement, opposed the U.S. bombing of Libya, opposed 
U.S. intervention in Panama in 1989 to overthrow Manuel Noriega, and 
criticized Israel’s occupation of Arab territory. Colombian governments 
in the 1980s also pursued through the Contadora Group a negotiated 
settlement of the Central American crisis and specifically the U.S.-backed 
Contra war against the Sandinista government in Nicaragua.8 Such 
approaches derived less from ideological opposition to the United States 
than from Colombia’s consistent opposition to interventionism.

The end of the Cold War alleviated tensions over foreign-policy ori-
entation between the more traditionally anti-Communist Conservative 
and Liberal parties, a tension that at times in the past had imposed 
some degree of constraint on strictly pragmatic Colombian policy. César 
Gaviria Trujillo (1990–1994) came to power as the Cold War ended. 
In his inaugural address he called on Colombia to recognize the new 
international reality as an opportunity to put divisive international 
politics aside and focus on economic issues.9 In practice his administra-
tion, led in the international arena by foreign ministers Luis Fernando 
Jaramillo and subsequently Noemí Sanín (1991–1994), pursued poli-
cies similar to those of the Barco administration, further opening the 
economy to the international community, supporting international 
law, and strengthening regional and global linkages. In 1991 his gov-
ernment reestablished diplomatic relations with Cuba, a decision that 
reflected the presidentialist nature of Colombian policymaking, since 
there was a negative reaction from Colombian Conservatives as well as 
some Liberals, from the military, and some sectors of the press. To some 
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degree the decision to restore relations with Cuba did reflect the specific 
orientation of the Barco administration, but taking into consideration a 
longer view of Colombian policy toward the place of Cuba in the inter-
American system, the decision was consistent with perceived Colombian 
principles and the national interest.10 On the whole, the administration 
pressed forward with a strong internationalist orientation. As the foreign 
minister, Noemí Sanín was vigorous in pursuing a prominent place for 
Colombia in the international arena, seeking a seat on the UN Security 
Council, obtaining for Colombia the presidency of the G-77 as well as 
the nonaligned movement, and effectively lobbying for President Gaviria 
to be elected secretary-general of the OAS at the end of his presidential 
term. In 1994 Colombia also joined the newly established Association of 
Caribbean States, consistent with a role that López Michelsen had earlier 
viewed as a logical one for the country. The association included Cuba 
but none of the U.S. dependencies.11

Years of Crisis: The Samper Administration

The election of the Liberal Ernesto Samper-Pizano as president in 1994 
ushered in a four-year period of uncertainty and tensions with the 
United States. He came to power with the stated intention of pursuing 
the multilateralist and pragmatic foreign policies of his Liberal predeces-
sor, and his appointees as foreign minister, Rodrigo Pardo (1994–1995) 
and María Emma Mejía Vélez (1995–1998), were equally committed to 
those goals. Unfortunately, the early allegations that Samper’s campaign 
had accepted funds from the Cali narcotics cartel severely compromised 
his government’s credibility both domestically and abroad. This develop-
ment was particularly unfortunate since Samper’s first foreign minister, 
Rodrigo Pardo, who resigned in 1995 during the crisis, brought lengthy 
foreign-policy experience, expertise, and insight to the position.12 At 
the outset of his tenure as foreign minister, Pardo indicated in an inter-
view that the government’s priority was the traditional emphasis on the 
basic principles of Colombian foreign relations: peaceful resolution of 
conflict; respect for international law; nonintervention; and the self-
determination of people. The secondary goals were to continue with the 
previous government’s pursuit of further integration with Latin America 
and the Caribbean and the increased “universalization” of Colombia’s 
international relations.13 Pardo added that there would also be atten-
tion to some of the nontraditional issues that had gained increased sig-
nificance in Colombian foreign relations, including narcotics trafficking, 
international trade, the environment, and human rights. On the issue of 
relations with the United States, he suggested that he believed that two 
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friendly nations could disagree on issues but still work constructively 
together. He also contended that it was critical that narcotics trafficking 
not become the all-consuming issue in the country’s international rela-
tions given the greater importance of trade liberalization, investment, 
and social progress. Pardo also added a significant observation on the 
relative significance of foreign policy in Colombian politics and society, 
noting that it was not an electoral issue, nor was it an issue in the rela-
tionship between the presidency and Congress, and that the Colombian 
political elite had not become engaged in the issues.14

Pardo’s successor, María Emma Mejía, had little choice except to focus 
on improving relations with the United States as well as with Venezuela, 
although the concerns over Venezuelan relations did not intensify until 
the election of Hugo Chávez as Venezuelan president in 1998, at the end 
of the Samper presidency. Mejía stressed in a 1998 interview that she was 
concerned that the United States might engage in sales of more advanced 
fighter aircraft to Venezuela, something that she felt would destabilize the 
bilateral relationship, might require Colombia to improve its weapons 
systems, and in the process divert resources from badly needed social and 
economic programs. She also expressed the Colombian government’s 
consistent perspective that in spite of the Clinton administration’s deci-
sion to lift sanctions against Colombia on the sale of military equipment 
for reasons of national security, the decertification process had been 
immensely damaging to the bilateral relationship.15

The Samper administration from the outset indicated a commitment 
to maintaining the neoliberal trade and investment policies of previous 
governments, continuing to expand the country’s international engage-
ment, and collaborating with the United States and Colombia’s immediate 
neighbors to minimize the international impact of combined guerrilla 
insurgency and drug-trafficking. In spite of the presidentialist nature 
of Colombian policymaking and the increasingly beleaguered nature of 
the Samper administration, these foreign-policy goals reflected a general 
consensus among Colombian elites over the national interest. Revelations 
about Samper’s relationship with the Cali Cartel, however, rapidly weak-
ened his government’s capacity to achieve its goals. Relations with the 
United States thus began on a sour note and remained that way throughout 
his four years in office. U.S. policy became increasingly aggressive, pressing 
his administration to address human rights violations, the war on drugs, 
and allegations of corruption in the civilian and military sectors. The 
Clinton administration went so far as to deny the president a visa in 1996 
and decertify the country for failing to meet U.S. expectations in terms 
of human rights and the war on drugs.16 Such policies effectively denied 
the legitimacy of Samper’s government and destabilized the government at 
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a time that strong leadership and credibility was needed. The bilateral rela-
tionship was made even more acute by the fact that the U.S. ambassador 
for a portion of the Samper administration, Myles Frechette (1994–1997), 
was particularly outspoken publicly and interventionist on issues that while 
domestic in nature also impacted U.S. interests.17

What U.S. officials appear to have neglected, failed to understand, or 
ignored in the Samper years was that given the presidentialist system of 
government in Colombia, by undermining Samper, who though weak-
ened domestically and internationally, remained in power, they were in 
fact acting in a way that reduced the likelihood of achieving their own 
policy goals, goals that were not going to be achieved without a strong 
Colombian executive with both domestic and international support. By 
the time President Samper left office in August 1998, to be succeeded by 
the Conservative Party candidate Andrés Pastrana Arango, U.S. officials 
appeared to have grasped that dilemma. At the same time, the Samper 
experience once again underlined the extent to which Colombian domes-
tic and foreign policy remained highly dependent on the United States. 
Unlike the presidencies of Carlos Lleras Restrepo and Alfonso López 
Michelsen, or even that of Gaviria that preceded his, the Samper admin-
istration had neither the will nor the latitude to pursue a more aggressive 
multilateral foreign policy, hamstrung as it was by its lack of domestic 
and international credibility.

The Pastrana Transition

Domestic and international observers viewed the election of Andrés 
Pastrana to the Presidency in 1998 as an opportunity to restore some 
degree of normalcy to Colombian politics, and in particular to its rela-
tions with the United States. On one level there was little change in the 
fundamentals of Colombian foreign policy from Samper to Pastrana. 
Certainly there was no ideological shift, in part because although 
Pastrana was the official candidate of the Conservative party, he was in 
fact the candidate of a Conservative-Liberal coalition, Gran Alianza por 
el cambio. What changed was the attitude of the Clinton administration 
toward Colombia’s new government. Thus, relations with the United 
States continued to dominate the agenda, but the relationship shifted 
from one of confrontation and distrust under Samper to close collabora-
tion under Pastrana. Pastrana tended to pursue a dual policy.

On the one hand, in an effort to defuse the domestic conflict and 
reduce its impact on international relations, he pursued dialogue with 
FARC as part of a larger strategy of “diplomacy for peace.” Rather than 
turn initially to the United States for support of his peace initiative, 
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he sought support from Colombia’s immediate neighbors and from 
European countries. In the critical year 2001 Colombia held the chair of 
the UN Security Council, and the foreign minister Fernandez de Soto 
was secretary-general of the Andean Community in 2002.18 Pastrana also 
took the initiative to pay an official visit to Cuba, the only Colombian 
president to do so, thus seeking to offset years of bitterness on Fidel 
Castro’s part.

Ultimately, however, it was the ties with the United States that 
dominated. The most critical initiative undertaken by the Pastrana 
administration was the development in 1999 and implementation the 
following year of what became Plan Colombia. The initiative came from 
the Pastrana administration and its original concept, as presented in 
1998, was a broad-based one, designed to address social and economic 
challenges in the country as well as to undermine the production and 
distribution of illegal drugs. Even after his inauguration, President 
Pastrana did not appear to have viewed the initiative as one that would 
involve the further militarization of the conflict against the guerrillas or 
aerial fumigation of illicit crops. Indeed, the administration had serious 
doubts about the efficacy of aerial spraying.19 The orientation changed 
significantly once serious negotiations began with the Clinton adminis-
tration. When completed, the Clinton administration’s aid package to 
Colombia targeted the war on drugs, and the majority of the funds were 
directed to the Colombian military and police to enhance their capacity 
to meet U.S. and, presumably, Colombian goals. Between 2000, when 
Plan Colombia aid began to flow into Colombia, and 2008, the country 
received approximately $600 million per annum in U.S. support. By 
mid-2003 the United States had provided $2.5 billion in military, eco-
nomic, and humanitarian aid to Colombia, while Colombian taxpayers 
had contributed more than $4 billion to the plan.20

In contrast with its approach to the issue of international narcotics 
traffic, the Pastrana administration viewed the insurgency as a domestic 
issue and pursued negotiations with FARC.21 In April 2000, speaking 
before the Association of Newspaper Editors in Washington, Pastrana 
stressed the international implications of the war on drugs, not the 
 guerrilla insurgency:

There is a growing awareness in Colombia, the United States and around 
the world, that the threat of drug trafficking is no longer a national or a 
regional issue . . . I have taken the message of greater burden-sharing in the 
fight against drugs to the international community . . . I have called our 
efforts “Diplomacy for Peace,” because if we have learned anything from 
the recent progress in Northern Ireland, Central America and the Middle 
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East, it is that the international community must be actively engaged in 
order for peace to prevail.22

This focus evolved again after 9/11 with the Bush administration’s 
shift to a focus on counterterrorism, eliminating the distinction between 
rolling back the guerrillas on the one hand and eradicating drug crops 
and controlling narcotics trafficking on the other. Before the end of the 
Pastrana administration, with the failure of negotiations with FARC, it 
was evident that there was a clear contention that one could not control 
narcotics without destroying the guerrillas, who both benefited from and 
supported the industry.23

Álvaro Uribe Vélez and the Politics of 
Democratic Security

The election of the independent Liberal Álvaro Uribe Vélez in 2002 
inaugurated a decidedly new chapter in Colombian foreign policy, 
a policy focus that was even more closely oriented toward the goals of 
U.S. policy than at any previous time in Colombian history. As with 
previous administrations, Uribe’s foreign policy was to a large extent a 
projection of the domestic situation. It was also consistent with the long-
established primacy of the bilateral relationship with the United States, 
even if Uribe took that relationship to new heights. He, like his predeces-
sors, identified the linkage with the United States as in the Colombian 
national interest. Even more than those presidents who preceded him in 
recent years, Uribe’s foreign policies have been definitively presidentialist 
in nature, and his government has been widely viewed as highly central-
ized and conservative, verging on the autocratic.

Yet, distinctions of left and right, do not readily apply to Uribe. His 
officials stress that any attempts to define Uribe in ideological terms are 
misleading. His is a pragmatist, and his efforts in early 2009 to build 
closer links with Brazil and President Lula have been precisely that, to 
create a counterweight against the regional influence of Chávez, who 
like Uribe embodies many of the characteristics of the traditional Latin 
American caudillo.

The earlier crisis of legitimacy of the Samper government and the 
implementation of Plan Colombia had provided the United States with 
an opportunity to wield greater influence in Colombian domestic poli-
cies, but the Uribe government pressed ahead far more vigorously with 
what has come to be considered the internationalization of the domestic 
conflict. Uribe’s policies led, to use a now popular term, “intervention 
by invitation,”24 which Arelene Tickner has argued undermined national 
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autonomy and compromised Colombia’s relations with its neighbors, in 
particular Ecuador and Venezuela.25 The Uribe administration came to 
be viewed as the closest partner of the United States in Latin America 
during the Republican administration of George W. Bush, endorsing 
the Bush administration’s war on terror in the aftermath of 9/11 and 
supporting the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq. His administration vigorously 
pursued the conflict against FARC, supported the war on drugs and 
continued to benefit from U.S. assistance under Plan Colombia. U.S. 
forces also assumed a more direct role in the counter-insurgency efforts,26 
while President Uribe also provided full cooperation to U.S. authorities 
on extradition requests.

The Uribe administration continued to press, against consider-
able opposition in the U.S. Congress, for ratification of a Free Trade 
Agreement. Uribe stressed in an address to the Council on Foreign 
Relations in September 2008 that the agreement was not as important 
to trade as it was to encourage foreign investment in Colombia. “With a 
Free Trade Agreement approved,” he argued, “many investors from sev-
eral countries in the world will come to make investments.”27 However, 
the agreement remained an elusive goal. Although the Bush administra-
tion was understandably supportive of the agreement, the administration 
was unable to convince the majority Democratic Party, and the newly 
elected administration of Barack Obama has continued to emphasize its 
concerns with Colombian human rights.28

Analysts have tended to present the orientation and policies of the 
Uribe administration as indicative of an ideological as well as tactical 
shift, in part because of the perceived similarities between the worldviews 
of presidents Bush and Uribe.29 The events of 9/11 made it possible to 
view the internal Colombian guerrilla insurgency as part of the interna-
tional terrorist threat, and that perception was adopted not only by the 
Bush administration but also by European countries and Canada. There 
was also a shift in style under the Uribe presidency, which fits more 
clearly into the presidentialist, centralized, model of policymaking than 
that of his two immediate predecessors. That orientation was embodied 
not only in Uribe’s approach to foreign policy, but in his capacity to 
have the Constitutional Court permit him to run for reelection in 2006, 
a departure from Colombia’s longstanding constitutional practice and 
one that led such former presidents as Lopez Michelsen to criticize the 
decision publicly.

Uribe’s first appointment as foreign minister was Carolina Barco 
Isakson, who was born and primarily educated in the United States. Her 
selection in itself spoke of the importance the newly elected president 
placed on the bilateral relationship. Barco served with considerable 
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 distinction until 2006 when she was appointed ambassador to the United 
States, a further signal of the importance of the relationship. Her three 
successors between 2006 and 2008 were less successful, in part because 
of the growing domestic and international concerns over the ties of indi-
viduals close to the President with the paramilitary groups.30

Uribe’s appointments of ambassadors to the United States reflected 
his recognition of the need to have representation in Washington that 
had the respect and the ear of both the executive and Congress. Former 
President Andrés Pastrana, closely identified with the Clinton admin-
istration and with a generally pro-United States position, served as 
ambassador briefly in 2005–2006 in an effort to strengthen Colombia’s 
image in Washington.31 Shortly after the election of Barack Obama as 
president-elect of the United States, Pastrana indicated that Colombia 
had lost a significant opportunity to conclude the Free Trade Agreement 
while the Republicans were in control of the White House and were 
stronger in Congress. Colombia’s only hope, he argued, was to seek 
to restore some degree of bipartisan support for such an agreement in 
Congress, in return for Colombian support for Plan Colombia and the 
U.S. counternarcotics program.32

President Uribe came to be widely viewed as the closest ally in Latin 
America of the Bush administration. As a member of the UN Security 
Council, Colombia supported the Bush administration’s Iraq policies 
and the UN resolutions on the issue of Weapons of Mass Destruction. 
As a show of support for the often beleaguered Colombian president, 
President Bush twice visited Colombia during his presidency, once to 
Cartagena in 2004 and on the second occasion in 2007 for a short, high 
security, seven-hour visit to Bogota, the first to the Colombian capital by 
a serving U.S. president since 1982.33 Although Uribe’s support for the 
War on Terror and for the invasion of Iraq in 2003 paralleled the poli-
cies of Tony Blair’s Labour government in Great Britain, it was a source 
of some tension with other Latin American countries. Yet he worked 
throughout his two terms in office to maintain strong ties with more 
leftist Latin American governments, including Lula de Silva in Brazil. He 
was a regular participant in multilateral and bilateral meetings with his 
Latin American colleagues, he maintained relations with Cuba as well 
as with the People’s Republic of China, he concluded a trade agreement 
with Mercosur in 2005, and the Free Trade Agreement that was negoti-
ated with the United States also included Peru and Ecuador.

Nonetheless, his vigorous and increasingly successful pursuit of the 
war against FARC and his rather ambiguous policy toward the various 
paramilitary organizations resulted in some serious regional challenges 
for his government, particularly with Hugo Chávez’s Venezuela. In 2004 
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there were rumors that Colombian paramilitaries were involved in a 
plot to overthrow Chávez’s government. In December of the same year, 
a senior member of FARC, Rodrigo Granda, considered FARC’s foreign 
minister, was captured in Caracas while attending the Second Bolivarian 
People’s Congress, transported to Colombia, and arrested by Colombian 
officials. Although the Venezuelan foreign ministry indicated that it 
would have cooperated officially with Colombia in the arrest of Granda, 
it viewed the private action as a violation of Venezuelan sovereignty, 
recalled its ambassador and suspended bilateral commercial relations. 
The Uribe government contended that Venezuela was knowingly harbor-
ing Colombian guerrillas, and the Bush administration strongly endorsed 
the Colombian position. Cuba, Brazil and Peru worked to mediate 
the dispute and in February the following year, Uribe and Chávez 
resolved the conflict at a bilateral summit, thus restoring commercial 
relations.

More serious were the reactions to the early 2008 Colombian military 
incursion into Ecuadoran territory to attack a major FARC base, and 
the killing of Raul Reyes, FARC’s second in command, along with a 
number of other guerrillas. The action created a regional crisis. Ecuador 
withdrew its ambassador, while Chávez ordered the deployment of sev-
eral battalions of Venezuelan troops and tanks to the Colombian border 
and warned Colombian authorities that any comparable incursion into 
Venezuelan territory would be a cause of war. The Venezuelan minis-
ter of defense presented the mobilization not as an action against the 
Colombian people but against U.S. expansionism. The only hemispheric 
government to publicly support Uribe was the Bush administration. The 
OAS on March 5 passed a resolution declaring the Colombian military 
raid a violation of Ecuador’s sovereignty, although in an effort to allow 
both countries to save face, the resolution did not explicitly condemn 
the Colombian action. The resolution did not satisfy President Chávez, 
however, and bilateral tensions persisted, although Colombia’s defense 
minister Juan Manuel Santos did not respond to the Venezuelan military 
mobilization.34

Within days of the crisis, Latin American leaders met in a summit 
in the Dominican Republic in an effort to resolve the dispute before 
it could escalate further. It was not until July that tensions eased when 
Uribe and Chávez met in Paraguaná, Venezuela. Both parties were driven 
by practical economic considerations as well as the need for a resolution 
of the conflict. Colombian-Venezuelan bilateral trade was valued at some 
$6 billion per annum, with Venezuela relying on significant imports of 
foodstuffs, natural gas, and manufactured goods from Colombia, where 
those enterprises were a significant source of employment.35
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The crisis with Venezuela and Ecuador did not divert Uribe from his 
efforts to defeat FARC and to press ahead with the demobilization of the 
paramilitaries. In response to persistent criticism by Colombian as well 
as international groups for an overly lenient approach to the demobiliza-
tion, in May 2008 his government extradited to the United States four-
teen already imprisoned paramilitary leaders, including the major figure 
of Salvatore Mancuso. The move was in part an effort to defuse allega-
tions of paramilitary ties to senior members of his government, Congress, 
and his own family. Although the extradition was also an effort to ensure 
that the paramilitaries would receive punitive judicial treatment in the 
United States on drug-trafficking charges, the action left the administra-
tion open to the criticism that the paramilitary leaders would neither be 
punished for their human rights violations, nor their victims and victims’ 
families compensated.36

The Venezuelan crisis also raised the issue of Colombia’s capacity to 
pursue a multilateral foreign policy in the Andean region. When he met 
with the Council on Foreign Relations in New York in September 2008, 
President Uribe was asked: “What is the room for multilateral action in 
the context of the challenges in the region—the recent violence in Bolivia, 
the tensions that arose between Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela in the 
context of the Reyes situation?” In response, Uribe indicated that he pre-
ferred not to speak about the nation’s neighbors, but rather the challenges 
Colombia faced from the guerrillas, drugs traffickers, and paramilitaries. 
At the same time he stressed that it was important in the region to sup-
port other democratic governments, as for instance that of Evo Morales, 
who had recently been confronted by violent opposition. He studiously 
avoided any reference to Hugo Chávez and Venezuela. Reflecting his 
objective of balancing Colombian foreign relations in the region, Uribe 
also pursued a major initiative to strengthen relations with Brazil in an 
effort not only to enhance economic relations, but also in recognition of 
Brazil’s armament industry’s importance to Colombian security.

The two terms of the Uribe presidency are drawing to a close as the 
final draft of this chapter is written, and it is likely that there is too little 
distance from those years to draw any final conclusions about the suc-
cesses and failures of his foreign policies. At the same time, it can be 
said that his government pursued in an almost single-minded manner 
its intention to contain and destroy guerrilla insurgencies within the 
country and to demobilize and reinsert armed combatants into the main-
stream of society. Those policies contributed to serious diplomatic and 
economic tensions with Ecuador and Venezuela but solid relations with 
Brazil, Panama, and the United States during the presidency of George 
W. Bush. With the election of Barack Obama and the dominance of the 
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Democratic Party in the U.S. Congress, however, the aggressive policies 
pursued by Uribe, which have brought so much domestic success, have 
led to negative reactions in the United States and Canada to what is 
perceived to be a weak human rights record, to the extent that neither of 
the North American nations have ratified already negotiated free-trade 
agreements with Colombia. Historians should refrain from attempting to 
predict what the future will bring, but in the case of Colombia it is rea-
sonably safe to suggest that continuity in the direction, values, conduct, 
and control of foreign policy is far more likely than discontinuity.

Conclusion

In the post–Cold War years it is evident that Colombian foreign policy 
has been fundamentally pragmatic in its orientation, even during the 
administration of Álvaro Uribe Vélez, who has been viewed as the most 
ideologically oriented of the past three presidents. It could be argued that 
the continued effort to defeat the guerrilla insurgency is a remnant of the 
Cold War, which would also help explain the fact that only the Uribe 
government in Latin America supported the Bush administration’s war 
in Iraq. Yet, even support for the Iraq war should be viewed as based on 
pragmatic rather than ideological factors, and there are contradictions to 
this, such as the Colombian vote in the UN General Assembly in 2007 
to recognize the right of the Palestinian people to self-determination, 
a vote that was opposed by the United States and Israel.37

Colombian foreign policy has sought to adhere consistently to inter-
national law and multilateralism, in spite of the dominant influence of 
the United States. To a significant degree, practical domestic political 
considerations have driven foreign policy, in particular, because the two 
dominant domestic issues, drugs trafficking and the guerrilla insurgency, 
have had international implications. Although a link between the narcot-
ics cartels and the guerrillas, particularly FARC, had long been identified 
by both Colombian and U.S. officials, it was not until the Bush admin-
istration and the post-9/11 environment that Colombia was caught up in 
the War on Terror, and this response was based on pragmatic rather than 
ideological considerations.

Colombian policymakers have also sought to respond positively to the 
international community’s more general concerns with human rights. 
In addressing these issues, Colombian officials consistently sought, with 
varying degrees of success, to adhere to their basic foreign-policy prin-
ciples of respect for international law and the international system, as 
well as balance the response to U.S. goals and demands with the need to 
address domestic challenges.
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As the orientation of Colombian foreign policy has since World War I 
been premised on the assumption that it is in the national interest to main-
tain a positive relationship with the United States, it is difficult to escape 
the conclusion that the pragmatism that has characterized Colombian 
policy is a permanent feature. Such pragmatism has at times, of course, 
been tempered by ideology, as for instance in Colombia’s definitive adher-
ence to the West during the Cold War and its anti-Communist domestic 
policies. It would be mistaken, however, to confuse pragmatism in the 
Colombian case with any tendency to be inconsistent in foreign policy. 
On the contrary, Colombian policy has been remarkably consistent.
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