Colombia: A failing state?

By Martha Lucia Pinzén

That is the title of a recent article by political scientists Eduardo Pizarro
and Ana Maria Bejarano published in Harvard University’s ReVista
magazine. According to the authors, the so-called “failing states” have
become one of the central concerns in the new post-cold-war
international agenda.

In the words of Robert Rotberg, Director of the Program on Intrastate
Conflict at Harvard University, “in a highly interconnected and inter-
dependent world, the inability of a state to guarantee a minimum of
order and security inside its frontiers has an immediate regional and
even a world impact.”

Rotberg maintains that collapsed states *“are rare, and an extreme
version of a failed state, typified by an absence of authority. Indeed, a
collapsed state is a shell of a polity.”

He continued, “On the contrary, failing states still have a certain level
of “stateness,” but in the midst of an increasing deterioration of their
capacity to guarantee a minimum of order and security, that usually
does not go further than the main urban centers.”

It was this latter concept that the authors had in mind as they
question whether Colombia could become one of those states. The
answer that they offered was that “in Colombia, it would be difficult to
have a collapsed state similar to other countries in the world.
Colombia, like the rest of Latin America, has a long history of
construction of a national state.”

They add that the phenomenon of collapsed states is intimately related
to conflicts involving diverse collective identities as occurs, for
example, in Sri Lanka or Kosovo. “Colombia is, ethnically speaking,
one of the region's most homogeneous countries: it is a mestizo
country with a Catholic majority, with an indisputable predominance of
Spanish and without any regionalist centrifugal tendencies. On the
other hand, far from being a polarized nation divided by ideological
reasons, the immense Colombian majority rejects the violent actors.
The guerrilla groups and the paramilitary organizations count with a
minimal support: less than 2% of the population, according to recent
opinion polls.”



However, Pizarro and Bejarano signal that “Colombia, like most of the
Andean region, may be faced with a ‘weak state’ but in no way a
‘shadow state’.” They continue, “From a historical and comparative
perspective, the Colombian state has always been small, poor and

weak.”

The historical roots of that weakness can be summarized, first, by its
vast territory crossed by a very complex geography. “According to the
‘fragmentation index of population’ of the Inter American Development
Bank (IDB), Colombia occupies the 3rd place on a list of 155
countries.” Second, “only during the first decades of the 20th century
did Colombia achieve the stabilization of an export commodity linking
it within the world market (coffee), which gave origin to a late
industrialization process and yielded a precarious base of resources for
the State.”

The authors consider that “the weak and precarious Colombian state
faced challenges and demands that went beyond its capacity. Deep
‘geological fissures’, were revealed, particularly in key institutions in
charge of justice and security.” They add that, “its most visible face
has been, without a doubt, the increase of crime rates, and in the
expansion of the number of weapons owned by the civil population,
the strengthening of some armed groups that defy the state’s
authority (particularly the FARC, the ELN and the AUC), and the lack of
state presence in some of the country’s regions, particularly in the
areas of recent colonization.”

Those facts notwithstanding, the authors end by recognizing that at
the beginning of the 90s, while the proposal of the minimal state
dominated in the world of ideas, Colombia undertook a serious process
of strengthening state institutions, particularly in the areas responsible
for justice and security. “Today, Colombia counts on a larger and more
efficient state than 15 years ago, thanks to a strong internal fiscal
effort, as well as resources from international cooperation.”

The authors conclude by stating that “without a doubt, it is a process
of institutional reconstruction that comes late, given that the country
was already in a situation of hyper-violence, subjugated by the illegal
drug traffic and with strong armed actors that disputed the state’s
control over large portions of national territory. However this process
of state reconstruction has the potential to stop the deepening of the
crisis. If this effort is sustained, it may be possible that Colombia will,
in the mid-term, overcome the partial collapse of its state.”



