
Colombia Opts for Change: A Strong Hand and Authority 

    
In 1998, Andrés Pastrana was elected president of Colombia for his plan to 
negotiate peace with the guerrillas. Four years later, Colombians went to the polls 
and backed an entirely different approach: the "strong hand" of Alvaro Uribe 
Vélez. The president-elect promises dialogue, but without demilitarized zones for 
the guerrillas and only on the condition of a cease-fire. 

As in the past, the 2002 elections were characterized more by emotion than 
rational choice. Uribe won 52.96% of the vote, compared to 31.77% for Liberal 
candidate Horacio Serpa. The majority was enough to guarantee him a first-round 
victory in the voting system established under Colombia's 1991 constitution. 

Colombians voted for the candidate they believed represented the best chance for 
restoring national security. One voter interviewed stated that he didn't support 
Uribe's candidacy per se, but rather "the possibility he represents of winning the 
war." El Tiempo columnist Eduardo Posada Carbó argued that "whatever the level 
of debate, the majority of the electorate pronounced itself in favor of the candidate 
who offered security as the top priority for Colombians." 

Uribe based his campaign on the pledge to increase the nation's police force to 
200,000 and nearly double the number of professional soldiers, from 55,000 to 
100,000. He also called for citizen cooperation with state security forces, but 
always on a transparent basis and without paramilitary links. The image he offered 
was of an organized, neutral civil resistance, complemented by international 
cooperation from the UN. 

Uribe's defenders argue that media reservations about his proposals are part of a 
smear campaign to represent him as a warmonger. The New York Times opined 
that while the new president has the right to wage war to restore order, "he 
should do it cleanly, without giving the government's seal of approval to death 
squads in rural Colombia." Similarly, the Financial Times advised Colombians to 
prepare themselves for the consequences of having elected the most "forceful" 
candidate.  

But in an op-ed in the Washington Post, Bernard Aronson, former assistant 
secretary of state for inter-American affairs, called on the US to take advantage of 
Uribe's victory to urge an "increase in military and economic aid" to Colombia. 
Aronson argued that a position of force-with international supervision-is the only 
way for the Colombian state to bring about peace and demobilization leading to an 
eventual amnesty for the guerrillas, in a process similar to the one carried out in El 
Salvador. 

Colombia's own El Tiempo took a very different view of the election, seeing it as a 
symptom of the profound crisis of the Colombian political system. According to the 



paper's editors, Uribe's clean sweep struck another blow to bipartisanship, showing 
that "traditional means of conducting politics are exhausted." They went on to 
argue that a country without political parties and a president with no structural 
basis of support, surrounded by congressional deputies of all persuasions and the 
incipient opposition of the left-wing Polo Democrático coalition, "could severely 
limit governability, just as happened to Pastrana." 

Whether or not this proves to be the case, Uribe's election has polarized public 
opinion in Colombia. Ironically, even the president-elect's detractors acknowledge 
that his attitude since the election seems to promise a far more receptive and 
conciliatory government than anyone could have imagined. As former president 
Carlos Lemos Simmonds noted, "Uribe began by invoking UN assistance, not in the 
form of a multinational force, but rather an urgent mediation effort to restore the 
broken-off peace talks."  

For the sake of all Colombians, let's hope that luck is on the new president's side. 


