 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Carl E. Meacham, Professional Staff, Senate Foreign Relations Committee 

Please note that my comments reflect my own observations and not the official views of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee.

Latin American countries have made enormous strides over the past two decades, with all countries but Cuba now under democratically-elected governments.

While a handful of countries in the region enjoy relative economic and political stability - - Chile, Mexico and Costa Rica come to mind - -  several nations face considerable challenges that have the potential of further disrupting the region and affecting U.S. national interests.  

But arguably, at the bulls-eye of American foreign policy in the region, we find Colombia, which remains at the apparent mercy of narco-funded murderous guerrilla groups and a combative and reactionary paramilitary militia. None of this has gone unnoticed by the Congress.

Over the past 15 years, the United States has provided Colombia with over $3.6 billion in assistance; most of it directed to counter-narcotics efforts. 

During the first 11 years, assistance totaled just over $1 billion dollars, but from fiscal years 2000 to 2003, with the beginning of “Plan Colombia,” assistance totaled about $2.5 billion.

The Bush administration has held firm in its commitment to help the Government of Colombia.  

President Uribe’s success in expanding government control of its territory has bolstered support for “Plan Colombia” and its successor, known as the  “Andean Regional Initiative,” which also includes increased funding for Colombia’s neighbors. 

Additionally, in 2002 and 2003, Senator Richard Lugar (R-Indiana) and others in Congress approved the President’s request that the increasingly meaningless line between counter-narcotics and terrorist activities in Colombia no longer be a determining factor for how U.S. assistance can be used.

For fiscal year 2004, the Bush administration has requested $573 million in the State Department Andean Counterdrug Initiative and Foreign Military Financing funds, and it is estimated that the Department of Defense will spend almost $119 million from its central counter-narcotics account.  If fully approved, this would be an additional $692 million in assistance to Colombia.

With this history of support from the United States, it looks as though its commitment to aiding and assisting Colombia in these vital areas is without question. 

Nonetheless, while for the most part all voices in the Colombia debate are committed to halting the entrance of cocaine and heroin to the United States from Colombia, there are voices skeptical of President Uribe’s methods of doing so.

Just this past Saturday, for example, the editorial page of the New York Times published a piece entitled “Human Rights and Colombia,” accusing President Uribe of going back on his promise to crack down on left-wing guerillas and right-wing paramilitaries while respecting civil rights and the constitution. 

Cited are the problems with the amnesty bill that President Uribe has sent to the Colombian Congress, particularly how this bill should provide amnesty for foot soldiers and how instead it will let top Commanders responsible for atrocities go free.

President Uribe is also criticized for his lukewarm response to a human rights report published by 80 human rights groups, critical of the military’s use of force with civilians.

These critiques of Uribe’s actions should not be taken out of context.  

We should not forget that a vast majority of the human rights abuses in Colombia are committed not by the government, but by three terrorist organizations operating there.  This does not excuse the government of Colombia from anything: if a government cannot respect the law, then its moral authority to enforce it disappears.  

But clearly, this is not an easy situation for Uribe or any future Colombian leader. Colombia has been at war for 40 years, and requires the strong backing and support of the U.S. to effect a permanent end to all hostilities, and address with the United States its security, economic, and social problems. 

Policies toward Colombia also must be continually evaluated, given very fluid circumstances. American policy must be calibrated to address multiple stress points and reality within Colombian society.

But, the courage, leadership and determination that the Colombian president has shown have been very important. And because of this, the Colombian elites and the average citizens are supporting the war effort like never before.

As far as American action is concerned, the task is difficult. Nonetheless, we have taken steps together with the Colombian Government to address terrorism and drug trafficking through Plan Colombia and the Andean Regional Initiative, both which are starting to yield concrete results.

In mid-September 2003, a report by the UN office on Drugs and Crime reported that President Uribe’s aggressive stance on drugs is paying off across the region, attributing the 32 percent drop in the production of coca to these efforts.

The report also said that if the current trend continues, coca cultivation will likely fall by 50 percent this year, compared to 30 percent in 2002, and just 11 percent in 2001.  

While there have been some marginal increases in coca production in Bolivia and Peru, this represents the first significant reduction in coca production ever, and should have dramatic effects not only on the price and supply of drugs in the United States, but on the ability of the terrorist groups in Colombia to continue to finance their operations.

The U.S. Senate is encouraged by the progress thus far, but we remain far from satisfied.  As long as 90 percent of the cocaine that enters the U.S. comes from Colombia, and as long as Colombia continues in a protracted state of war, there is progress yet to be made. 

This is not acceptable to Americans, to Colombians or should it be to anyone else in our neighborhood by any standards.  Senator Lugar remains committed to working for progress on these two fronts.

