Los Angeles Times promotes "free trade" with Colombia
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As a general rule the Los Angeles Times restricts letters to the editor to 150 words or less and does not normally publish more than one letter from a single person within any 90-day period. Letters must also respond to recent articles, editorials or op-eds. These editorial constraints serve as a structural limitation on dissenting points of view in much the same way commercial television news formats favor commentary by guests who reinforce pre-established narratives.
 While editors and journalists have ample space to construct, present and support arguments, the reader is stuck with the constraint of concision, which prevents him or her from adequately challenging the official narratives produced in coverage and editorials. We will attempt here to provide a more comprehensive response to the Times' pro-free trade narrative on Colombia. 
Since 2007 corporate media in the United States have vigorously promoted the passage of the U.S.-Colombia Free Trade Agreement, and coverage of this topic by the Los Angeles Times is representative of the media campaign in general. President Alvaro Uribe is presented as an indispensable geostrategic ally of the United States whose campaign against the extreme left FARC insurgency
 trumps all other concerns. This particular framing of the internal conflict serves as a façade behind which the violent advance of neoliberal exploitation takes place. Millions are dispossessed of land and resources, the environment is destroyed, working conditions deteriorate, food sovereignty is lost and basic services such as healthcare and utilities are made inaccessible through privatizations. Widespread grass roots mobilization and resistance to these policies in both Colombia and the United States does not find adequate articulation in the Times because it conflicts with the agenda of transnational corporations and concentrated capital.
This antagonism is not surprising, given the institutional character of the Times as a private, for-profit corporation owned by an even bigger conglomerate, the Tribune Company. These factors play an important role in determining their news product. While the Times does provide valuable and necessary information for the functioning of a democratic society, their end goal --to produce profit-- ultimately conflicts with that of the public good.

The whitewashing of Uribe and his government
Serious scandals have repeatedly plagued President Uribe's government, but the editors of the Los Angeles Times don't seem to be very interested in them. In a May 2008 editorial, Uribe's denial of the "allegations [against him] of past ties to right-wing death squads and drug cartels" is a sufficient condition for the editors to dismiss the allegations
. Uribe says they are "unsubstantiated and incorrect", case closed. In contrast, no ink is spared to accuse Congressional Democrats of questionable motives and underhanded tactics in their opposition to passage of the FTA. In a July 2008 article on Uribe's "stratospheric popularity" in Colombia the authors mention the fact that "he won a second term in 2006 thanks to a constitutional amendment that provided a one-time exception to the country's ban on reelection."
 It's not until thirteen paragraphs later that they give a somewhat oblique and dismissive reference to the bribery scandal that made the reelection possible: "...lately [Uribe] and allies have dismissed allegations of electoral bribery." Once again, Uribe's dismissal of allegations seems to suffice
. The fact that just two weeks earlier (on June 25, 2008) the Colombian Supreme Court found ex-Representative Yidis Medina guilty of accepting a bribe to change her vote is not worth exploring. It doesn't fit with the Times photo-op presentation of Uribe. A more recent scandal over the illicit enrichment of Uribe's two sons broke in Colombia's weekly news magazine Semana on April 18, 2009. It has received considerable attention in the Colombian press, but the Los Angeles Times has remained silent. Three months have passed and they have yet to even mention it!

The "Colombia disconnect" editorial from May 2008 also spins the extradition of 14 death squad leaders from a negative into a positive. Fourteen vigilante chieftains who had just begun to give important details of joint actions that included murders, massacres and heinous crimes were suddenly and unexpectedly extradited to the United States on May 13, 2008 to face lesser charges of drug trafficking, effectively killing the much more serious investigations being conducted by the Colombian justice system under the 2005 Justice and Peace Law
. Both Uribe and American corporations active in Colombia stood to gain from the move, because in their testimony the death squad leaders had begun to reveal more about important political, military and business connections. Instead of questioning this decision, however, the editors transform it into a positive step taken by the Colombian president to fulfill conditions set by U.S. Congressional Democrats who want to see "progress on human rights and union issues". Just two days before the extradition 60 Minutes had aired an exposé on Chiquita Brands,
 making the American public more broadly aware of the fact that the death squads had been funded by US transnational corporations. In fact, Mancuso said he was willing to cooperate with the State and Justice Department and name names.
 Therefore, these assassins had not only become a problem for Uribe but also for US corporations. This all changed, however, when the process was decapitated by extradition. The progress being made toward accountability under the Colombian Justice and Peace Law ends, and rather than denouncing this slap in the face to all the victims seeking justice for loved ones who were tortured, murdered and disappeared, the Los Angeles Times celebrates it as progress against drug-trafficking
.    
Chris Kraul and Josh Meyer originally reported on the extradition on May 14, 2008
, and although the article does include some important information that is left out of the subsequent editorial, it presents the maneuver as a positive step by obscuring at least two fundamental points: that Uribe himself had attempted to thwart efforts by the Colombian Supreme Court to investigate the connections of his government with the death squads, including launching public attacks against the court; and that despite the acknowledged collaboration of U.S. corporations with terrorist groups they were allowed to continue operating with virtual impunity.

Reading the Times coverage of Colombia, one does not get a sense of the horrendous toll that these vigilante squads have taken on Colombian civil society or the chilling effect they've had on dissent. Over the years there have been thousands of killings, mass graves, atrocious crimes including mutilation of bodies, even cannibalism as an initiation practice among the paramilitaries. Where's the outrage? Can it be found anywhere in the pages of the Los Angeles Times? Many facts are reported in the paper, such as the extrajudicial killings by the Colombian military
, but as long as Uribe is the U.S. man in Latin America the situation seems to be acceptable. The Times is concerned with pain and suffering in Colombia, but only in a very selective way. For example, they will quote Uribe, when he says "There's still pain out there ... But we're going to continue with this job" because he is referring to the specific pain of the hundreds of Colombians still held hostage by the left-wing guerrillas. He's not referring to the pain of the four million displaced people or the pain of murdered human rights activists, labor leaders and their families. The violent expropriation and transfer of land from its legitimate owners to transnational companies and Colombian elites causes immense human suffering,
 but we are to embrace Uribe because "today, foreign investment is up, and roads that were too dangerous to travel are now full of traffic."
 The spin is similar to the framing of coverage on the horror chambers of Central America in the 1980s. No matter how bad the atrocities got in U.S. client states such as El Salvador and Guatemala these two governments were still referred to as "fledgling democracies" because the people being slaughtered just didn't matter. "Progress" is made because terror reduces a population's willingness to resist.
In an April 2009 Op-Ed piece, Michael Shifter supports the Times editorial narrative on Uribe by reducing major scandals to mere "stumbles".
 The fact that several members of Uribe's government, many of his important allies in the Colombian Congress, and close political supporters who helped him get elected in 2002 and 2006 are either in jail or under investigation for their connections with the death squads is reduced to "accusations that [Uribe] has been lenient toward violent paramilitaries".

Another unmentioned "stumble" has to do with the Administrative Department of Security (DAS). This agency, which answers directly to the president, has engaged extensively in illegal practices. One former director is in jail for suspected ties to death squads
 and another resigned after acknowledging that DAS agents spied on opposition leaders, Supreme Court judges, prosecutors and journalists
.

Earlier in the same article Shifter also makes the following assertion: "The very real fear that the state would be overwhelmed by violent guerrilla and paramilitary groups has faded since Uribe took office in 2002", and on May 29, 2009 the editors of the Times state: "[Plan Colombia] has directly contributed to the weakening of not only the leftist guerrillas but right-wing paramilitaries. Since 2002, more than 47,000 combatants have demobilized."
 Both statements are disingenuous and misleading because they conflate two sets of armed actors whose relationship to the Colombian president is quite different. Uribe's war against the guerrillas includes, for example, the "false positive" scandal. During his presidency, hundreds of defenseless civilians have been kidnapped by the Army, transported to other regions within Colombia and murdered. These extrajudicial executions --benignly referred to as "false positives"-- are carried out by officers to falsely inflate the body count of guerrillas killed in action, allowing the perpetrators to win medals, bonuses, leave-time and other rewards to show "progress" in Uribe's "war on terror". Then there is the president's labeling of many non-violent human rights defenders, labor leaders and FTA critics as FARC (guerrilla) collaborators: "President Uribe has divided the country in two by insisting that in Colombia there are only two kinds of people: friends of the paramilitary groups and friends of the guerrillas."
 He has utilized the population's understandable rejection of the FARC's tactics to launch his own barbaric death hunt. Anyone with a progressive idea, any defender of human rights, or any labor leader, is ipso facto a friend of the guerrillas, and therefore a possible candidate for extra-legal execution.
  Finally, Uribe refuses to negotiate a peaceful settlement to the conflict.

But his relationship to the vigilante groups is at the very least one of excessive toleration
. As Governor of the Department of Antioquia from 1995 to 1997 Uribe himself vehemently promoted the formation and proliferation of Convivir units (initially these were legally formed); just during his term as governor 70 Convivir groups were created. At the same time human rights organizations expressed their concern with the dangerous linking of the civilian population to the armed conflict (between the Colombian Army and the FARC guerillas). For example, Human Rights Watch discovered that the government had provided Convivir units with weaponry that only the Armed Forces had authorization to use. After the 1996 Human Rights Watch visit to then-Governor Uribe in 1996 to inquire about the activities of Convivir in Antioquia, the Governor told the media that the NGO had found “nothing irregular,” a statement contradicted by  Human Rights Watch at the time.  Towards the end of 1997, the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights reported that Convivir groups were linked to more than 35 criminal investigations in cases involving homicide, torture and other serious crimes. Further, Convivir vigilantes were connected with other types of crimes such as the “social cleansing” of street indigents. In August of the same year, President Samper suspended the creation of new Convivir units
.

Therefore the implication that Uribe has dealt with both the guerrillas and the death squads in equally harsh terms is false. As Governor of Antioquia he played a central role in promoting and defending the latter, and despite the highly publicized demobilization measures undertaken during his presidency, many paramilitaries have regrouped, rearmed and are still engaged in terror.

The concluding spin of a November 2008 editorial "Seal the Colombian deal" reinforces a key assumption underlying the Times' framework of debate: that the FTA is a positive economic package for the people of Colombia, a sort of reward. Having long accepted this assumption --which we will examine shortly-- they attempt to overcome within these parameters what's seen as the last major obstacle to Colombia's obtaining the reward: "Colombia remains a violent country where left-wing guerrillas, right-wing paramilitaries and even the military and national police commit human rights abuses and atrocities, but its progress is undeniable." 
 Amnesty International, however, is not as optimistic. In July 2008 they report:

Despite government claims to the contrary, paramilitaries continue to operate and to use violence to further their economic and political objectives. Many paramilitary groups operate on two distinct, but inter-related levels: they pursue criminal activities linked to the drugs trade while at the same time supporting the security forces' counter-insurgency strategy. Amnesty International has also received strong evidence of continued collusion between paramilitary groups and members of the security forces in many areas of the country
.

As for the "undeniable" progress claimed by the Times, by November of 2008 year-to-date statistics had shown that the total number of trade unionists killed (over 40) had already surpassed the total for all of 2007. This, after assurances by the Times editorial staff earlier that year (in April of 2008) that Colombia had made "real progress" instituting "special protections for union organizers"
.

Staying within these narrow parameters of debate, the editors not only claim that the Colombian government has protected union organizers but in their March 2009 editorial
 they go so far as to recommend that activists simply "declare victory and move on", an outrageous statement. In fact, just a week before the editorial appeared 54 U.S. Congressional Representatives had declared in an open letter to President Obama, "We would oppose any trade agreement with Colombia until we have witnessed a sustained period during which the current extreme human-rights violations against unionists, Afro-Colombians, and indigenous people have ceased. More than 460 unionists have been murdered in Colombia since President Álvaro Uribe took office in August 2002, including 49 in 2008 alone. This is a twenty-five percent increase from 2007, even as Colombia faced high levels of scrutiny related to the FTA."

Heavily subsidized "free trade"

In their promotion of the FTA the Los Angeles Times glosses over the radical violation of free market principles at the core of the U.S. economy. For example, agri-business receives tens of billions of dollars in annual subsidies, pharmaceutical companies benefit greatly from publicly funded research and development and the Pentagon system drives the high technology sector by funneling hundreds of billions of taxpayer dollars to private industry. Free trade agreements, which can be more accurately described as investor rights agreements, are not intended to eliminate these violations of free market principles but rather to lock in protections from market discipline for an elite minority:

As 'free trade' is construed in these arrangements, it incorporates monopoly pricing rights and other highly protectionist devices to benefit multinationals. It also bans the measures that have been used by the industrial societies to achieve their current state of economic development, including government efforts, responding to public will, to privilege popular concerns over investor rights. It guarantees free movement of capital while dismissing free movement of labor, a core principal of free trade for Adam Smith. It also defines trade in expansive ways, including, for example, transfers internal to a firm that happen to cross international borders, a very substantial component of 'trade'. Apart from having only a limited relation to free trade, these 'agreements' are certainly not agreements, at least not if citizens, who are generally opposed, are regarded as part of their countries. The 'agreements' are reached only by secrecy and other devices to marginalize the annoying public.

Oxfam's overview of the 2002-2007 Farm Bill gives a general idea of the nature and extent of farm subsidies. These range from commodity subsidies, export credit guarantees and crop insurance to loans, grants, technical assistance and research for rural development, as well as other types of payments and incentives.
 The new farm bill, the "Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008", maintains the same types of government support included in previous farm bills.
 Nevertheless, the editors of the Los Angeles Times continue to assert free market principles in their promotion of the FTA.
In their April 12, 2008 editorial ("Cut a Deal on Colombia") they stay comfortably within the established framework of false free market assumptions. Only by suppressing the crucial context of U.S. multi-billion dollar subsidies to agri-business and industry can they make the assertion that "reducing tariffs in both countries is good for Colombia". They argue that the agreement is needed to create "balance in a [trade] policy that is lopsided" in favor of Colombia. House Speaker Nancy Pelosi and other legislators are hypocritically criticized for "courting labor votes" by editors who continue to misrepresent the facts in a sustained effort to undermine democracy and promote the interests of private, concentrated power
. Once again on November 12, 2008 they argue that the "pact would balance and normalize a trade relationship that is now one-way", that "Colombia has almost unfettered access to U.S. markets" with 91% of its goods entering duty free and U.S. products facing tariffs of up to 35%. These conditions, they contend, are a "hindrance to prosperity for both countries." We are led to believe that Colombia is dominating the United States in trade, that the playing field is tilted heavily in Colombia's favor, that the heavily subsidized U.S. economy, which is 120 times larger than the Colombian economy, is supposedly at a serious trade disadvantage.
Negative impacts of "free trade" on Colombia
It's not just the horrendous human rights situation in Colombia and the violations of free market principles that make the FTA a bad deal. Nobel laureate and former World Bank chief economist, Joseph Stiglitz has spoken out forcefully and clearly against free trade agreements, calling them "a disaster, for the developing countries and for the global trading system":
It’s not about trading goods; it’s about losing sovereignty. And it’s about helping American drug companies. It’s about America pushing for a particular agenda. It has not benefited any country. In fact, the free trade agreement with Mexico was the strongest, but the gap between Mexico and the United States increased in the first decade. ... They are not about free trade, but they are advantaged trade agreements. And they managed to advantage the United States at the cost of the developing countries.

The Colombian Action Network in Response to Free Trade (Recalca) has published a series of pamphlets documenting many negative impacts of "free trade" on Colombia, in terms of labor, environment, health, agriculture, civil society, drugs and violence.

In their study of labor conditions they point out, for example, that there are an estimated 2.5 million children working in Colombia today, and that 4 of every 5 children are working illegally. In oil companies such as British Petroleum, Natural Gas of Spain, Shell and others, unions are prohibited. In the large chain supermarkets in Bogotá and other major cities workers who bag groceries work for tips alone. In American, Colombian and Spanish banks unions have been eliminated. The right to collective bargaining and the right to strike are denied to government employees.
 This is an important part of the reality that underlies the struggle for better working conditions in Colombia, but when the Times reports or editorializes on the violence against labor leaders and human rights activists, this type of crucial context is missing.
As Recalca's study on the "contaminated" environmental chapter of the FTA points out, the agreement puts a commercial stamp on the environment, allowing natural resources to be seen as products. Among other harmful policies designed to privatize Colombia's environmental resources, incentives for the cultivation and production of palm oil are provided by the Uribe government. Interestingly, in May of 2008 the Times' published an unrelated opinion piece
 by Glenn Hurowitz on the ecologically destructive effects of palm oil. Hurowitz states: "Whether it's used as an additive in soap, cosmetics or food, or processed into biofuel, palm oil is one of the worst culprits in the climate crisis." In Colombia, however, the problem is compounded even further. Not only are hundreds of thousands of incredibly biodiverse hectares being destroyed for the creation of ecologically unsustainable palm oil plantations
 but paramilitary terror is used to make the process possible in the first place. As we indicated earlier, peasants, indigenous people and Afro-Colombians are being driven off their lands by the death squads so that the land can then be used for export oriented monocultures:

Behind many of these projects are the intentions of diverse armed groups, including narco-traffickers and paramilitaries, to appropriate extensive and important regions of biodiversity through the forced displacement of the population. Palm oil companies then illegally acquire this land. In Tumaco, for example, vast territories of semi-tropical jungle have been replaced by monocultures of palm that today cover more than 20,000 hectares. The community was violently stripped of their land and culture and valuable natural resources were destroyed.

The Times, however, presents a very different picture of what's going on in the countryside. The environmental destruction, the violent displacement of the land's rightful owners by multiple armed actors and the subsequent expropriation of the land is all reduced to a good versus evil dichotomy --Uribe and the Colombian Army are valiantly fighting the FARC guerrillas-- with a few collateral consequences,
 which are justified because "real progress is being made in the fight against the FARC"
.
The Times does report on the richness of Colombia's biodiversity, but from the perspective of commercial potential. In May of 2008 they ran an article on a 36-year-old Colombian entrepreneur who raises beetles for export.
 The emphasis is on "legally and sustainably exploiting" Colombia's "stunning variety of plant and animal species". They quote the director of a German-based biological resources think tank who explains that "beetles have come to occupy a specific bio-commercial niche among pet owners, gardeners and collectors". This focus on resource commodification at the microeconomic level complements their macroeconomic promotion of a trade agreement that will lock in the destruction of the environment through expansion of export-oriented monocultures. 

Health is another central concern. Passage of the FTA would have a very negative impact on health care by driving up the cost of medicines. The chapter on intellectual property rights grants a number of concessions to transnational pharmaceutical companies over and above those granted by Colombian law. The FTA --through such measures as expansion of patenting, licensing and trade mark protections-- would further weaken a Colombian health care system that under neoliberal policies has already left 47% of the population without healthcare insurance.
The FTA will mean a 40% increase in drug prices, which means drugs spending will be 919 million dollars higher for the year 2020. If the citizens or the State cannot afford the cost, consumption will decrease 40% and more than five million Colombians will lose access to needed drugs.

Finally, Colombian agriculture will be negatively affected as well. Among other reasons, because it will mean the loss of food sovereignty:
With the FTA Colombia is legalizing a practice prohibited under WTO rules, namely dumping. Colombia hands over to the United States exclusive control over the market of cereals and vegetable oil, thereby sacrificing national food sovereignty and violating Article 65 of the Colombian Constitution which establishes state protection of food production.

As subsidized U.S. agricultural products are increasingly dumped on the Colombian market, large numbers of peasants and farmers will be driven off their lands into the city slums and northward looking for work. Others will follow the logic of the market and grow coca to survive.
These are some of the negative effects the FTA will have on the people of Colombia if it is passed. Aware of the danger posed by this economic model and the damage it has caused already, large and diverse sectors of civil society in the United States and Colombia have consistently rejected the FTA, opposing it on well reasoned grounds which they have clearly articulated.

Despite this, the Los Angeles Times and the corporate media in general continue to promote the agreement, exposing the deep-seated antagonism between the interests of the democratic majority and those of private capital. This antagonism is nothing new. When NAFTA was created and implemented more than fifteen years ago, the media served the same function:

Polls taken before its enactment consistently showed substantial majorities opposed to NAFTA ... but the elite in favor. Media editorials, news coverage, and selection of "experts" in opinion columns were heavily skewed toward the elite preference; their judgment was that the benefits of NAFTA were obvious, were agreed to by all qualified authorities, and that only demagogues and "special interests" were opposed. The "special interests" who might be the "losers" included women, minorities and a majority of the workforce.

The U.S.-Colombia and similar FTAs with Panama and Korea have not yet been ratified. It remains to be seen whether the forces of grass roots democracy are now strong enough to finally turn the tide in the struggle over "free trade" and its corporate proponents.
� Mingas-FTA is a group of individuals from across the United States, Canada and Colombia who are concerned with promoting sovereignty, strengthening democracy and improving labor conditions in Colombia. We are integrated within the Hemispheric Social Alliance and are active in North America. We are united in our support for social movements and our rejection of all acts of violence in Colombia, regardless of their source. For more information, please visit http://www.mingas.info/.





� In the documentary "Manufacturing Consent" (Zeitgeist Films, 1993) Noam Chomsky explains the idea of concision as it relates to televised news programs such as ABC's Nightline: "the beauty of concision --saying a couple sentences between two commercials-- ...is that you can only repeat conventional thoughts."





� In this context we would like to emphasize that Mingas-FTA explicitly rejects terrorism, kidnappings, extortion and all acts of violence that have plagued Colombia.


� Robert McChesney, among others, has clearly articulated this antagonism: "The implications of this concentration and conglomeration for media content are largely negative. ...media fare is ever more closely linked to the needs and concerns of a handful of enormous and powerful corporations, with annual revenues approaching the GDP of a small nation. These firms are run by wealthy managers and billionaires with clear stakes in the outcome of the most fundamental political issues, and their interests are often distinct from those of the vast majority of humanity. By any known theory of democracy, such a concentration of economic, cultural, and political power into so few hands --and mostly unaccountable hands at that-- is absurd and unacceptable." Rich Media, Poor Democracy: Communication Politics in Dubious Times (New York, The New Press, 2000), pp. 29-30.





� "Colombia disconnect", Los Angeles Times, May 28, 2008.





� Chris Kraul and Patrick J. McDonnell, "Uribe's rising popularity fuels prospects of 3rd term", Los Angeles Times, July 9, 2008.





� On June 28, 2008 a short Associated Press article on the bribery scandal appears on page A4 ("Uribe wants a redo of the '06 presidential vote"), but it does not question the legitimacy of his 2006 reelection.





� For original article see "Sobrados de lote" por Daniel Coronell, Semana, Sábado 18 de abril 2009: http://www.semana.com/noticias-opinion/sobrados-lote/122986.aspx. Also see "Illicit profits for President Uribe's sons: the role of Colombia's government" by Senator Jorge Enrique Robledo (May 31, 2009): http://colombiareport.ss.uci.edu/webdocs/UribesSonsIllicitProfits.pdf





� Under this law the paramilitary leaders were offered reduced sentences if they would confess in full to their crimes and provide authorities with the information necessary to dismantle the death squads. As long as they cooperated they were to be safe from extradition.





� "The Price of Bananas", CBS News: 60 Minutes, May 11, 2008. � HYPERLINK "http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/05/08/60minutes/main4080920.shtml%29and" \t "_blank" �http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/05/08/60minutes/main4080920.shtml)and�





� Ibid. "Dole and Del Monte say they never paid you any money," Kroft tells Mancuso.��"Chiquita has been honest by acknowledging the reality of the conflict and the payments that it made; the others also made payments, not only international companies, but also the national companies in the region," Mancuso says.��"So you're saying Dole and Del Monte are lying?" Kroft asks.��"I'm saying they all paid," Mancuso says.��Mancuso has been indicted in the U.S. for smuggling 17 tons of cocaine into the country. He says he's more than willing to tell U.S prosecutors anything they want to know. ��"Has anyone come down here from the United States to talk to you about Dole, or to talk to you about Del Monte or any other companies?" Kroft asks.��"No one has come from the Department of Justice of the United States to talk to us," Mancuso says. "I am taking the opportunity to invite the Department of State and the Department of Justice, so that they can come and so I can tell them all that they want to know from us."��"And you would name names?" Kroft asks.��"Certainly, I would do so," Mancuso says.





� See: "Extradición de los testigos: En vilo Justicia y Paz...", El Nuevo Siglo, Mayo 13/08; "Extradición de paramilitares tiene fines oscuros: opositores y analistas" Despacho de la Agencia France Press - Mayo 13/08; and "Y la parapolítica...", Semana.com, Mayo 13/08. Also, Amnesty International's 2009 Report on Colombia unequivocally states: "The extradition of paramilitary leaders to the USA on drugs-trafficking charges undermined human rights investigations in Colombia" (http://report2009.amnesty.org/en/regions/americas/colombia).





� "Colombia extradites 14 paramilitary chiefs to U.S.", Los Angeles Times, May 14, 2008.





� Chris Kraul, "Rights groups allege Colombian atrocities", Los Angeles Times, August 21, 2008.





� See "Colombia: Killings of Indigenous and Afro-descendant land right activists must stop", Amnesty International, October 21, 2008, http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/asset/AMR23/038/2008/en/2bb4f07d-a057-11dd-81c4-792550e655ec/amr230382008en.html. According to this public statement by Amnesty International, " In Colombia, human rights abuses are frequently committed as a means to forcibly remove civilian communities from areas of economic interest, much of which is inhabited by Indigenous and Afro-descendant communities. Since 1985 between 3 and 4 million civilians have been forcibly displaced from their homes and lands. Forced displacement has paved the way for the misappropriation of these lands, mostly by paramilitaries, but also by guerrilla groups. It is estimated that 4-6 million hectares of land may have been stolen by paramilitaries in this way. These lands are often in areas with mineral, oil or agro-industrial potential. Rather than guarantee the return of these stolen lands some government policies may be facilitating the legalization of ownership of these lands by paramilitary groups and their backers." 





� Chris Kraul, "The shine is off Colombia's FARC", Los Angeles Times, January 19, 2009.





� "One more time? Alvaro Uribe threatens Colombia's tradition of democracy by maneuvering for a third term as president", Los Angeles Times, Thursday, April 16, 2009.





� According to a May 13, 2009 report by the Corporación Colectivo de Abogados, Jorge Noguera may finally be brought to trial for the "homicides of trade unionists, human rights defenders, and politicians who denounced the pact between paramilitarism and the political class in Colombia" (http://www.colectivodeabogados.org/spip.php?article1596).


� See "Colombia Spy Chief Quits; Agency Spied on Senator", ABC News, October 23, 2008, http://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory?id=6100455; "El DAS sigue grabando", Semana, February 21, 2009, http://www.semana.com/noticias-nacion/das-sigue-grabando/120991.aspx; and "Siguen conociéndose detalles de las 'chuzadas' en el DAS" El Espectador, April 27, 2009, http://www.elespectador.com/impreso/judicial/articuloimpreso138211-siguen-conociendose-detalles-de-chuzadas-el-das


� "The FARC isn't finished", Los Angeles Times, May 29, 2009.





� "The FTA and Para-Politics", Recalca, March 2007. The document continues: "In his last statements [the president] has associated critics of the FTA with guerrilla activities and suggested that such critics are preparing the ground for a guerrilla take over in Colombia. On the contrary, there are millions of Colombians who are not involved in the armed conflict and who do not support activities by either paramilitary groups or the guerrillas. With the policy of democratic security, Uribe seeks to involve all citizens in the armed conflict either as 'peasant soldiers', or 'informants', or 'paramilitaries of the gun, not the armchair' or 'guerrilla fighters that fire guns rather than utter slanders', as per his own words."





Uribe's latest attack on democracy is intended to silence political dissent within the Colombian Congress. In June 2009 his Prosecutor General, who answers directly to the president, opened an investigation to determine whether Senator Jorge Robledo, spokesperson for the main opposition block in Congress, has ties to the FARC, a vicious and absurd accusation: vicious because this type of slander puts people at risk in Colombia; absurd because Jorge Robledo in his forty years of public service has always insisted on the principle of non-violence as a cornerstone of the democratic process. See "I will not be silenced!" by Jorge Robledo, June 11, 2009, http://www.mingas.info/node/130; and for a review of the ways in which Uribe has attacked Colombia's legitimate institutions see "Uribe is destroying democracy to get re-elected", Recalca, June 11, 2009, http://www.mingas.info/node/133.





� Under the cover of fighting the FARC --who engage in systematic kidnappings, extortion and narco-trafficking and are therefore repudiated by the Colombian people-- Uribe has unleashed these death squads, with no legal status or control, who have killed and savaged the country indiscriminately. It's also important to note in this context that perhaps as many as one million votes in the 2006 presidential election came from the areas under the control of paramilitaries, where voting for somebody else was dangerous. The whole re-election was vitiated and corrupted by Uribe's base of support among these terror groups.





� The May 28, 2008 editorial ("Colombia disconnect") mentions that "...many [critics of the Uribe government] are waiting to see an equal vigor when it comes to right-wing paramilitary squads, whose politics harmonize more readily with his," but this comes in the context of the extradition maneuver, which the Times spins into an "encouraging sign" of progress.





� This information on Uribe's promotion of Convivir units is taken from "The FTA and Para-Politics", Recalca, March 2007, http://www.recalca.org.co/?q=node/480.





� "Seal the Colombian deal", Los Angeles Times, November 12, 2008.
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