
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

THE COLOMBIAN 
CONFLICT 
Conference for Pan-
Colombian Narcotics Trade 

TORONTO, CANADA / NAMUN2018 



	
	

	
Welcome Letter 

 
 

Hello and Welcome to NAMUN 2018! My name is Kyle Monte and I will be your 
chair for the ‘Conference for Pan-Colombian Narco-Traffickers’ Committee. 

 
This committee is part of ‘The Colombian Conflict’ integrated crisis which includes 

5 committees that all interact with one another. These interactions will create a unique 
and interesting experience that I am ecstatic to be apart of. I have been interested in 
Model United Nations (MUNs) since I was in the eleventh grade and have participated in 
every facet of  MUN from being a delegate to being the Secretary-General. I have also 
participated in several debate competitions and Mock Trials which helped build my love 
for debate and discussion. I am a student at the University of Toronto looking to do a 
double major in Peace, Conflict, and Justice Studies and Sociology.  

 
The issues in this committee can be dated all the way back to Colombia’s 

independence from Spain in 1810 and the Marxist-Leninist insurgents’ and multi-billion 
dollar Drug Cartels’ creation process is fascinating. You, as delegates, are here to 
continue that story and what becomes of not only Colombia’s drug industry, but the 
country as a whole lies in the choices you make. Diplomacy and debates that arise in this 
committee will be interesting, and if you have any queries during the course of the 
conference I will be here to help. Preparation shows in committee so I strongly suggest 
you read this background guide, submit position papers on time, and do sufficient 
research for your character. This research will ensure that you have a fun and memorable 
time at NAMUN 2018. 

 
 

Best of Luck,  
 
Kyle Monte (colombian.cartels@namun.org) 
Chair for Conference for Pan-Colombian Narcotics Trade Committee  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

Introduction 
 

 
Columbia and cocaine are two words that have been used in the same breath for 

so long that one would be hard pressed to identify an individual who has not heard 
about the drug trade within Columbia. That might also be because 80% of the world’s 
cocaine is from Columbia,1 and much of the market for Columbian exports is the United 
States of America (U.S.). During the 1980s, 70-80 % of the refined cocaine and 50-60 
% of the marijuana available in the U.S. market came from Colombia.2 A certain irony 
exists here, as you will see within the ‘History’ section of the background guide, that while 
the U.S. gives Columbia its biggest market it is also the country whose government poses 
the biggest threat to the drug cartels and works towards eradicating the hegemony of 
the drug mafias. 

 
 The drug trafficking world is deeply engrained within Colombian society – 

directly and indirectly. A certain drug culture has surfaced from the years of cartel and 
mafia activity, mostly because of the magnanimity of the organizations. The Medellin 
cartel is one of the largest, strongest and most famous cartels within Columbia. In 1991 
they were reported to receive U.S. $2 billion to $4 billion a year in revenues and earn 
an exports profit of $2.5-3 billion a year; ranking drugs above coffee as the country’s 
principal foreign exchange earner.3The cartels are frequently as influential in the society 
as the government is, and at times, as you will read later, possibly even more. This 
committee revolves around the dynamics of the drug cartels, their dealings with each 
other, the outside world, and the people of Columbia, the threats posed to them, and the 
means at their disposal to secure hegemony over society. This committee revolves around 
the dynamics of the drug cartels and will deal with the Colombian Cabinet (in its relation 
with the government of Columbia), the Conference for Marxist-Leninism and Communism 
in Colombia (in its relation to left wing Guerrilla movements) and the Conference for a 
Conservative Colombia (in its relation to different right wing paramilitary groups), as 
well as the Colombian Congress starting in mid-1991. The delegates will be required to 
analyze and work through relations with other cartels, with the government of Columbia, 
the people of Columbia, and international actors; in order to ensure that their hegemony 
remains intact.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

																																																								
1 Patricia Bibes, “Transnational Organized Crime and Terrorism,” Journal of Contemporary Criminal Justice, 
17, no. 3 (August 2001): 243-258. 
2 Bruce M. Bagley, “Colombia and the War on Drugs,” Foreign Affairs 67, no. 1 (Fall 1988): 70-92. 
3 Bagley, “Columbia and the War on Drugs,” 70-92. 



 
 
 

Definitions 
 
Drug Trafficking/Drug Trade: Drug trafficking is a global illicit trade involving the 
cultivation, manufacture, distribution and sale of substances which are subject to drug 
prohibition laws.4 

 
Guerrilla Warfare: Type of warfare fought by irregulars in fast-moving, small-scale 
actions against conventional military and police forces and, on occasion, against rival 
insurgent forces, either independently or in conjunction with a larger political-military 
strategy.5 
 
Criminal Organization/Organized Crime: Complex of highly centralized enterprises set 
up for the purpose of engaging in illegal activities.6 
 
FARC: FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia) is a Marxist guerrilla 
organization in Colombia. It is the largest of Colombia’s rebel groups, estimated to 
possess some 10,000 armed soldiers and thousands of supporters, largely drawn from 
Colombia’s rural areas. The FARC supports a redistribution of wealth from the wealthy to 
the poor and opposes the influence that multinational corporations and foreign 
governments (particularly the United States) have had on Colombia.7 
 
National Liberation Army (ELN): A left wing group founded in 1964 by those intellectuals 
that were inspired by the Marxist ideology and Cuban revolution. 8 They were known to 
be heavily politically motivated, and even though they remained away from drugs they 
carried out several hundred kidnappings to obtain funding. 9  
 
Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA): The DEA is the American Drug Enforcement 
Administration of 10,000 professionals involved in researching, investigating, prosecuting 
and dismantling cartels involved in the drug trade.10 It comprises of special agents, 
investigators, chemists and intelligence research specialists that carry out the task of 
tracking and investigating drug cartels and gangs.11 
 
																																																								
4 “Drug trafficking,” United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, accessed September 29, 2017, 
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/drug-trafficking/index.html. 
5 “Guerrilla warfare,” ENCYCLOPÆDIA BRITANNICA, accessed September 29, 2017, 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/guerrilla-warfare. 
6 “Organized Crime,” ENCYCLOPÆDIA BRITANNICA, accessed September 29, 2017, 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/organized-crime. 
7 “FARC,” ENCYCLOPÆDIA BRITANNICA, accessed September 29, 2017, 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/FARC.  
8 “Profiles: Colombia's armed groups,” BBC News, accessed November 14, 2017, 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-11400950.  
9 Ibid.  
10 “Drug Enforcement Jobs with the DEA,” DrugEnforcementEdu.org, accessed November 14, 2017, 
https://www.drugenforcementedu.org/careers/. 
11 “Ibid. 



 
 
 
 
United Self-Defence Forces of Colombia (AUC) - The United Self-Defence Forces of 
Columbia are a right-wing umbrella group that was founded in 1997.12 It was founded 
by drug traffickers and landowners to protest against kidnappings and extortion.13  
 
Sicario -  A hitman  hired by Latin American mafias for the purpose and intent of murder. 
 
Autodefensas - The right-wing paramilitaries within Columbia that became important 
financial beneficiaries of the drug trade.15 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

																																																								
12 “Profiles: Colombia's armed groups.” 
13 Ibid.  
15 Bibes, “Transnational Organized Crime and Terrorism,” 243-258. 



 
 
 

Historical Background 
 
 
Cocaine, marijuana, drug cartels and mafias are recent inventions in the history of 

the Pan-Columbia Narcotics Trade. They emerged at the start of the 20th century and 
have been developing ever since. The roots of Columbia’s involvement with drugs, 
however, dates back further in history. We may view the formation of the cartels under 
two broad terms: drug culture and violence.  

 
Drug Culture:  
 Columbia’s indigenous people have grown and chewed coca for thousands of 

years,16 hence a base of cocaine use existed in Columbia for a long time. Marijuana 
cultivation was introduced through Panama in the first decade of the 20th century and 
boomed due to demand from the United States.17 A short while later (in the 1970s), 
Columbia became the epicenter of Marijuana production after America restricted drug 
trade on their Mexican border (where Marijuana trade was the highest during that 
time).18  

 
The marijuana trade inspired the cocaine trade and in the late 1960s a small 

cocaine-smuggling network developed under the control of exiled Cuban criminal 
organizations that were based in Miami.19 Because coca was produced in small plots 
owned by Paez Indians, the initial cocaine smuggling occurred using small drug mules that 
transported a few kilograms using commercial airlines. Like Marijuana, cocaine 
production received a boost from US demand in the early 1970s.20 The transportation of 
cocaine changed from mules to private airplanes through the ambition of Carlos Lehder 
Rivas who worked with cocaine-smuggling networks in Medellin and by 1977 
transformed the logistical aspect of smuggling to include huge airlift operations.21 This 
gave rise in 1977 to the name “Medellin Trafficking Syndicate.”22 

 
The Medellin drug bosses established their control within the South American 

market and initiated “the cocaine wars” in attempting to gain control of wholesale 
distribution in the United States.23 They were successful in replacing middle men with their 
own people to improve profit margins and dispose of Cuban informants who had ties to 
the Central Intelligence Agency and other American law enforcement agencies.24 Their 
business began to grow with advanced airplanes, sophisticated electronic communication 
devices (that helped bosses escape detection) and paid huge bribes to Columbian and  
																																																								
16 Bruce M. Bagley, “Colombia and the War on Drugs,” Foreign Affairs 67, no. 1 (Fall 1988): 70-92. 
17 Bagley, “Columbia and the War on Drugs,” 70-92. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Bagley, “Columbia and the War on Drugs,” 70-92. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 



 
 
 
US law enforcement members for protection. 25  This facilitated cocaine trade over 
marijuana’s trafficking as cocaine requires fewer people to produce, and uses more 
capital and financial skills that could be concentrated in fewer hands. 26  This was 
gradually achieved over the years created a hegemony that has been hard to crack 
ever since. Furthermore, apart from marijuana and cocaine opium, morphine and heroin 
were added to the list of illicit substances being trafficked by the cartels.27 

 
 A turning point in the evolution of cartels was 12th November 1981 when a 
meeting was called by Jorge Luis Ochoa for the leading drug traffickers of the time. His 
daughter had been kidnapped by M-19 guerrillas; highlighting the cartels vulnerability 
and position within Columbia and they formed an association to protect themselves from 
outside intervention and harm (including guerrilla kidnappings). This gave rise to what we 
have to come to know today as the Medellin Cartel and it consequently led to the end of 
the cocaine wars and the start of the cartels period. Due to the massive structure of the 
cartels, a division of labor ensued; among which Pablo Escobar was famously known to 
specialize in the security of the organization by creating schools to train assassins.28  
 
 The extension of their power came from their involvement in politics. Medellin 
bosses attempted to gain larger political power and achieved that by directing their 
resources in gaining public support. It was only during this time that the Medellin, Cali 
and de la Costa cartels began to exist in a parasitic relationship with each other.29 One 
of the areas where they exerted their influence were charitable and social causes . Pablo 
Escobar was known to hand out cash to the poor in cities, build low-income housing in 
slums, purchase sport teams and construct sport stadiums.30 This eventually led to him 
being elected as an alternate congressman on a Liberal Party slate in Antioquia.31 It must 
be noted, however, that the sole aim of the cartels for their political ambitions was to buy 
themselves protection, save themselves from extradition to the US and corrupt or 
intimidate important members of the judicial, police and law enforcement agencies onto 
their side. This strengthened their foundation within Columbia’s government and state 
institutions; making them one of the most powerful and influential entities within the 
county.  
 
 Violence:  
 While we have seen how the drug cartels started off and came to power, it is 
important to note that much of this was linked to the history of violence that existed in 
Columbia. Columbia has been known to be one of the most violent countries in the world,  

																																																								
25 Bagley, “Columbia and the War on Drugs,” 70-92. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Patricia Bibes, “Transnational Organized Crime and Terrorism,” Journal of Contemporary Criminal Justice, 
17, no. 3 (August 2001): 243-258. 
28 Bagley, “Columbia and the War on Drugs,” 70-92. 
29 Bibes, “Transnational Organized Crime and Terrorism,” 243-258. 
30 Bagley, “Columbia and the War on Drugs,” 70-92. 
31 Ibid.. 



 
 
 
with murder being one of the principle causes of death in the country for ages 15 to 44, 
and 138 death squads identified by the government during the 1980s.32 While tension 
never completely died between the left and right wing parties of the country, guerrilla 
warfare in the countryside facilitated political assassinations. Earlier from 1930 to 1953, 
left-right tensions led to a civil war that claimed the lives of 250,000 citizens, called La 
Violencia by locals.34   
 
 FARC is one of the oldest guerrilla organizations that exist in Columbia.35 It was 
founded in 1964 as one of the armed wings of the Community Party.36 Due to inequality 
in Columbia during the 1950’s and 1960’s this group was formed by small farmers and 
agricultural workers to fight against the economic disparity that persisted within society.37 
They would attack police stations, military posts and ambush patrols.38 While insurgent 
groups were against the military at large, they had an interesting relationship with drug 
traffickers. FARC guerillas have over the few years before 1991 experimented with 
growing and smuggling cocaine themselves and have formed partnerships with some 
cartels to generate revenues. 39  The cartels and paramilitaries too existed in an 
interesting co-relation with each other. The cartels were influenced by and adapted the 
violent methods paramilitaries employed and the paramilitaries in turn learnt their share 
of how to conduct drug trafficking. 
 
 Eventually, ‘sicarios’  emerged and paid assassination changed the scope of 
violence within the country. This was related to the rise of the organized drug mafias in 
the country and pretty soon the cartels began assassinating ministers of justice, attorney 
generals, a former justice minister, judges, journalists, police and military personnel.40 
Many political figures made statements such as “this country is in flames” – former 
President Misael Pastrana Borrero,41  which only reiterated the fact that the cartels had 
been successful in using violence as a means of dominance within the political framework 
of Columbia. Academia has noted that drug traffickers have played a major direct and 
indirect role in violence.42 They have generated violence directly through their actions, or 
indirectly through criminal externalities e.g. supplying weapons to other violent groups, 
kidnappings for ransom etc.43   
 
 
																																																								
32 Bagley, “Columbia and the War on Drugs,” 70-92. 
34 Bibes, “Transnational Organized Crime and Terrorism,” 243-258. 
35 Bagley, “Columbia and the War on Drugs,” 70-92. 
36 Latin America & Caribbean, “Who are the Farc?,” BBC News, November 24, 2016, 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-36605769.  
37 Caribbean, “Who are the Farc?.” 
38 Caribbean, “Who are the Farc?.” 
39 Bibes, “Transnational Organized Crime and Terrorism,” 243-258. 
40 Bagley, “Columbia and the War on Drugs,” 70-92. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Alejandro Gaviria, “Increasing returns and the evolution of violent crime: the case of Colombia,” Journal 
of Development Economics 61, no. 1 (February 2000): 1-25.  
43 Gaviria, “Increasing returns and the evolution of violent crime: the case of Colombia,” 1-25.  



 
 
 

Issues 
 
 
The Pan-Colombian Narcotics Trade Committee will have to deal with a number 

of military, political, economic and social issues. Many of these issues will stem from 
historical aspects of the committee which heavily include the aftermath of the cartels’ 
dealings. Apart from internal Colombian conflicts, delegates will be expected to deal 
with external forces that could endanger the safety of the cartels and disrupt business 
operations. These forces include the government of Columbia, the US government and 
those organizations, states and entities that seek to gain profit and influence from the 
drug trafficking industry. Since this committee is an integrated crisis, delegates should be 
prepared to negotiate with members from fellow committees – namely the Colombian 
Cabinet, the ‘Conference for Marxist-Leninism and Communism in Colombia’ and the 
‘Conference for a Conservative Colombia’. Delegates will be allowed to communicate 
with representatives from these committees if they deem it necessary for the flow of 
debate and progress of the committee. 

 
A general trend that can be observed within this background guide and while 

studying the history of the Narcotics trade in Columbia is the link between politics and 
violence. The drug cartels that relied on violence and crime to gain their means and ends 
used politics as a strong footing to protect themselves and ensure a safe illegal 
establishment within their business and in the country. The business they ran made them 
rich and they were able to gain influence and power within the system by seeping into 
the politics of the country. This co-relation is particularly interesting to study; moreover it 
is absolutely essential to understand the relation between the two. It is important because 
many of the tactics that were used by the cartels were politically based and that is what 
would be expected, to some degree, by the delegates themselves. 

 
Delegates must have their best diplomacy skills at hand, as much of their work will 

revolve around protecting and retaining their position of power and influence within 
Columbia; by negotiating with the government, the US and foreign markets. Due to 
increasing government pressure and support from the US, the cartels’ positions are in 
some danger. Delegates representing these cartels will have to pursue two major 
objectives within the committee. Firstly, they must maintain the position they have and 
secondly they must increase and improve their position and influence as drug traffickers.  

 
Maintain their position: 
Maintaining their position will be one of the most challenging parts of the 

committee. There are various economic, social and political upheavals that the drug 
cartels have directly and/or indirectly caused that they must address. Socially, more than 
a million people have been displaced due to the riots and wars that Columbia has gone  
 
 



 
 
 
through over the years.44 Much of this displacement has occurred because the cartels 
have taken control of the land where coco grows.45  Their ownership of the land 
displaces peasants, raises prices and introduces paramilitaries  that carry out human right 
violations. One of the primary economic objectives of the delegates within the committees 
would be to secure those areas as they are their primary source of drug production 
(delegates may have to negotiate, bribe, intimidate and fight with other factions to 
retain control of the land). This is essential as drug-trafficking is the fastest growing 
industry in the world and while total acreage continues to expand, there are new areas, 
countries and entities that continue to be added as drug producing or transiting nations.46 
This highlights how competition within the drug world must be considered and steps must 
be taken to eradicate the competition. If there are stronger cartels that emerge with 
advanced technology and higher connections, their first and foremost aim will be to 
destroy the hegemony that the current leading cartels hold. Additionally, delegates must 
keep tally of the violence rates/crimes in Columbia. If human right violations increase, 
they will start attracting the attention of foreign entities (apart from United States) that 
are looking for opportunities to trap drug cartel leaders under extradition laws. Ecuador, 
one of the cartels’ main foreign suppliers, is reducing their drug cultivation due to 
successful anti-narcotics operations by the Ecuadorian government, so a major source of 
raw coca for Colombia is beginning to dry up. 
 

Improve their position: 
Henceforth, they must increase and improve their position and influence as drug 

traffickers. From a political stand point, they must direct their efforts towards increasing 
their profits by increasing trafficking of cocaine, heroin, opium and other drugs to United 
States and foreign markets. They must attempt to increase their drug trade to include 
unknown and emerging drugs such as heroin in an attempt to seize the market production 
and sale of new drugs in their entirety. This will eventually help their business grow, as 
revenues will be used to obtain the latest technological means to carry out trafficking and 
escape detection.   

 
They must ensure they eliminate competition or any threat they face that may 

expose them to the US or the government. One main way of accomplishing that would be 
to pressure the government, and use their powers to pass drug friendly and anti-
extradition legislation. To be able to make headway with the United States regarding 
drug laws, they must attempt to legalize the use of drugs within Columbia and present 
the drug problem as a universal health issue. Other options, such as immobilizing the 
judicial system by violence and intimidation to avoid extradition are also tactics 
delegates can consider.48   

																																																								
44 Gaviria, “Increasing returns and the evolution of violent crime: the case of Colombia,” 1-25. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Bagley, “Columbia and the War on Drugs,” 70-92. 
48 Ibid. 



It is important to note, however, that various drug cartels within the committee will 
have their own individual conflicting interests regarding the economic and political 
strategies they employ in securing their wealth and position. Much of the friction may 
stem from the various alliances with left-wing guerrilla groups, right-wing paramilitaries 
and their death squads and governmental groups.49 With retired military or policemen in 
the ranks of these death squads, it has very often brought up visions of the 
"Salvadorization" or "Argentinization" of Colombia. 50  Hence, many cartels harbor 
different political views which impacts their strategies of carrying out violence and drug 
trafficking within the country.  

 
Due to the violence that drug cartels use, many government officials are arguing 

to use the military against the cartels.51 If the delegates do not provide security for the 
inhabitants that are affected by their human right violations, or decrease the usage of 
violent tactics; local citizens may turn against the cartels despite their charitable works 
and bribes. Furthermore, cartels should be prepared to face stronger opposition from the 
government. The poor and middle class of the country that have been intimidated and 
threatened by the cartels may seem an economically minute threat, but if they join forces 
with the police or take up arms themselves, they might pose a huge threat to the cartels’ 
establishment.  

 
In order to be able to do well in the committee, delegates must be very aware of 

the impact of their actions. They must evaluate long and short-term effects, bearing in 
mind the history of the issue and which external forces are a threat to them. Despite the 
influence the drug cartels may have within the government, judicial system and law 
enforcement agencies; neither the guerrillas nor the cartels have been successful in 
overthrowing the Columbian government.53 The status quo is not very promising to the 
delegates and the threat to the cartels is real. It is up to the delegates to maintain and 
augment their powers and wealth within the country.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

																																																								
49 Bagley, “Columbia and the War on Drugs,” 70-92. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Bagley, “Columbia and the War on Drugs,” 70-92. 
53 Ibid. 



 
 
 
 

Recommended Readings 
 
 

 The following are a list of sources that will aid your research for more 
background information regarding the drug trafficking in Columbia:  
 

• “The Architecture of Drug Trafficking: Network Forms of Organization in the 
Colombian Cocaine Trade” by Michael Kenney (2007) Global Crime, vol. 8, pp, 
233-59.  

• “Increasing returns and the evolution of violent crime: the case of Colombia” by 
Alejandro Gaviria (1998) UCSD Department of Economics Disc, Paper No. 98-14. 

• “Drug Trafficking, Political Violence and U.S. Policy in Columbia in the 1990s” by 
Dr. Bruce Michael Bagley (2001)Foreign Affairs, 67, no. 1 

• The Guardian - articles such as “Colombia producing more cocaine than ever 
before, UN figures show" 

• The Economist - articles such as “Escobar is dead, but “Narcos” and the drugs 
trade live on” 

• The BBC News - articles such as ‘Who are the FARC?’  
 
 
A note for last three resources: the articles listed are examples - delegates may 
study these and additionally type in simple search times to look up more articles 
that are relevant to the committee and/or their character.  
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