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This policy paper. written in February 200,3 attempts to analyze the current situation in the area regarding the activities of terrorist organizations, taking into account their intentions and capabilities connected to events that took place in the region and the rest of the world during 2002. It also suggests possible future trends in international terrorism activities in the region.

Introduction

The frontier formed by Argentina, Brazil and Paraguay - known in the region as the Triple Frontera (Tri-Border) has, for the past ten years, become the cause of much concern for these countries and for intelligence agencies in the West. This area, located in the junction of the cities of Iguazu (Argentina), Foz do Iguaçu (Brazil) and Ciudad del Este (Paraguay), is a center for many criminal activities that include terrorism, traffic of people, goods, drugs, weapons, as well as forgeries, money laundering, prostitution, illegal gambling, etc.  

Such high rate of criminal activity can be partly explained by the high levels of political corruption among the senior ranks of local and federal governments in the area. Furthermore, this corruption extends to the local level, including the police and the local Judicial system i.e. judges and prosecutors, specially in Ciudad del Este. All this, combined with the easiness to cross the frontiers between countries makes the area attractive to many looking to escape scrutiny of their activities. 

The Brazilian and Paraguayan cities are areas where the first settlements of immigrants from Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt, Iraq and the Palestinian territories emerged about fifty years ago and have a high rate of religious Muslim activity. The last twenty years have also seen a significant immigration flow from China, Taiwan and Korea. Security Services in the region have detected the presence of international criminal organizations such as the Chinese Triads. These are currently in open confrontation with the Arab criminal groups for the control of the criminal resources in the region. The presence of members of several international terrorist organizations has also been detected.

This complex array of situations have combined to contribute to the fact that the region has been converted into a sanctuary for many international terrorist organizations.  The situation continues to worsen because of the “benefits” given, directly or indirectly, by the countries that form the Triple Frontera (Tri-Border Area).  Brazil for instance, plays a central role in terrorist strategies because citizenship is readily obtainable, and it does not extradite its citizens. Paraguay also plays a key role due to the possibility to finance terrorist activities under the umbrella of illegal businesses and have a safe heaven through bribes, and lastly Argentina, because of the easiness to enter and exit the country, due to the lack of effective border controls and the high level of corruption of some high ranking officers within their security and judicial establishment, thereby allowing the greatest amount of flexibility within the system.
There are reasons to believe that the mentioned terrorist groups are doing much more than using the relative advantages the region has to offer to their organizations in relation to logistics and fund raising for their respective causes. There is vast evidence indicating that significant support aimed at carrying out the attacks against the Israeli Embassy in Argentina in 1992 and the main building of the Jewish community in Buenos Aires (AMIA) in 1994 were executed with help from the region. In addition, a few years ago a plan to launch an attack against the US Embassy in Asuncion del Paraguay was dismantled. This attack was to be launched by Muslim terrorists who planned it in Ciudad del Este and received support from members of Arab criminal organizations.

The region has attracted more international attention as it is considered and feared as a center for terrorist activities, specially from 11.9.01 on. As a matter of fact, intelligence services and security forces from several Western countries maintain the area under strict surveillance. All this takes place in a region: The Southern section of Latin America, where a serious economic, political and institutional crisis has remained unchanged for the past years.

2002 was a paradoxical year if we consider international awareness about the Tri Border area and what actually happened there during the year. In fact there was a reduction of international Islamist terrorism related activities- but the international media coverage grew as well as the importance given to it by the region’s governments. This is indeed a paradox, because as we have mentioned the area was a focus for international terrorist activities in the past.

Nowadays, with the Tri Border area still being a factor of medium risk in terms of terrorist activity, it is important nevertheless to stress that “it isn’t what it used to be”, and many of the terrorist organizations that developed their activities there have moved their operations to other parts of South America.

The economic crisis experienced by Latin American countries has caused an important effect in the reduction of activities carried out by Islamist terrorist groups. Adding to this the ongoing and intense presence of intelligence agencies in the region and the growing interest by the media, it is easy to understand why terrorists have migrated to lesser problematic areas, not only from the economic point of view, but from security as well.  

 

However, while the level of these activities has diminished, we cannot discard the threat that these operations embody, and it would be a mistake to consider the Tri Border area –yesterday considered a safe haven for international terrorism- as a calm and peaceful place today. Quite the opposite, the Tri Border area still is a problematic area, not only for Latin America but very specially for the USA and the rest of the world, transnational organized crime still exists and nothing  indicates that this threat will be eradicated in the short run. 

Activities of Terrorist Organizations in the Region 

Several terrorist organizations have been identified as active in the region, such as Hamas, the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, Al Fatah, Al Gamaya Al Islamiya (the Egyptian Islamic Jihad), Gamaya al Islamiya (Egypt’s Islamic Group), FARC, ETA, PFLP, etc. It is possible to claim that the activities related to international terrorism and carried out by these groups have diminished, although many of them, very specially the Arabic or Islamist groups, still have followers in the region, who in most cases develop commercial activities in Ciudad del Este (Paraguay) while residing in Foz de Iguaçu (Brasil).

This decline in operations has been caused mainly by the regional economic crisis and the increase in surveillance by local security and intelligence agencies, in part answering to pressure by foreign intelligence agencies.

We should take into account that the main actions carried out by individuals identified with these groups were, on one hand, fund raising activities –usually based on funds’ collection within the Arabic or Islamic communities, or through diverse fraud schemes such as with credit cards- and money laundering; and on the other hand the recruitment of potential terrorists to be later sent abroad on missions or for training. Therefore, we can conclude that the already mentioned economic crisis has affected the groups’ contributors, diminishing the level of business, with the consequent decline in economic activities linked to economic-financial crime.

Regarding the specific case of recruitment and indoctrination of potential terrorists, the increased operations by different intelligence services has left these groups with a restricted margin to operate freely, unlike a few years ago.

 

· Colombian Terrorist Organizations: The Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) and the National Liberation Army (ELN)
 
The Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) are one of the international terrorist groups operating in the region that have not diminished –unlike other groups- their degree of operations. Moreover, they have managed to keep a stable operational degree. In general, their activities are of logistic and support nature, based on the exchange of cocaine for weapons and military equipment.

In these “deals”, the FARC usually “pay” with cocaine, and their counterparts from Brazilian or Paraguayan organized criminal groups  “supply” them with assault rifles, light weapons and communications equipment, most of it stolen in Brazil or illegally imported by weapons’ dealers. Many of these operations are carried out with the complicity of corrupted individuals in the security forces of the countries in the region.

Regarding the political-military activities carried out by the FARC, this terrorist group continues without any visible difficulties carrying out its indoctrination activities in the region. It also continues to maintain political contact with several Brazilian, Paraguayan and Argentinean leftist groups. However, it is important to stress that yet if Javier Calderón –FARC’s political-diplomatic committee representative- has indeed managed to establish political links with leftist organizations during his numerous trips to Brazil, Paraguay, Argentina, Uruguay and Chile, it may not yet be established exactly that these contacts, instead of having a political nature, such as issuing joint statements, are of a military kind.

In any case, the fact that this switch into guerrilla collaboration has not been proved yet does not imply at all that the FARC have discarded the option to expand their activities or to strengthen even more their links with political groups active in Argentina, Brazil and Paraguay, where the political, economical and social situation has given place to the creation of groups proposing alternatives to the current status quo. These groups presently do not pose a serious threat to the political system. We are specifically referring to the Piqueteros groups in Argentina, the Movimento Sem Terra (MST) in Brazil, and peasants’ groups in Paraguay. 

Regarding any connections between the FARC and other terrorist groups it is a well known fact that the Colombians maintain cooperation ties with the Irish Republican Army (IRA), with certain individuals from the Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA), as well as with Basque separatist organization Tierra Vasca y Libertad (ETA). However, these connections usually take place in Venezuela and/or Panamá, or in Europe and the Middle East.

Regarding connections between the FARC and terrorist Arabic or Islamist groups, it has been proved that exchange of weapons, information and know-how has taken place, mostly in training camps where they shared military instruction, such as in Libya.

Another Colombian terrorist group, the National Liberation Army (ELN) -a smaller and weaker organization than the FARC- would have received a few years ago military training in Hezbollah camps in South Lebanon. However, we cannot confirm that constant exchange of terrorist know-how exists between the two groups. It is believed that the ELN had “paid” for this specific instruction, and ETA served as intermediary. The Basque terrorist group is well known for its “business cooperation links” with Islamist terrorism, specially with Hamas.  

In any case, besides these ties, quite common in international terrorist networks, from the information gathered at the Tri Border region, Colombia and the Middle East, it is possible to establish that the connections between the FARC and some Islamist or Arabic groups are mostly related to “illegal commercial exchanges” –financial or logistical operations carried out by FARC representatives in the region and individuals connected or presumably connected to Islamist or Arabic terrorist groups-.

 
Although until now there is no evidence of joint military cooperation between the FARC and Islamist or Arabic terrorist groups in Latin America (and it does seem unlikely in the near future), the possibility should not be discarded because there’s concrete information about representatives from the Iranian Ministry of Intelligence (MOIS) who have been traveling regularly to areas dominated by the Colombian guerrilla under the cover of “business trips related to buying livestock products”, during the last three years. And FARC members would have traveled to Libya, Lebanon, Sudan, Iran and several African and Far Eastern Muslim countries. 

 
· Al Qaeda 

 
Regarding any activities developed by Al Qaeda (The Base) –which the media and some irresponsible governmental officers, not only from the region but from the US as well have been making public-, we believe it is important to establish with substantiated and credible information the real nature of the group’s operations in the region. 

Al Qaeda is not an homogeneous terrorist group, but a network of terrorist groups scattered all over the world.  The organization therefore has global reach and presence in practically all countries of Europe, Asia, Africa, the Middle East, the Far East, Oceania, North America and some parts of South America. It is a flexible organization because in spite of following a quite formal vertical structure, the horizontal integration between the different groups that are part of the network is completely sectorized and is totally informal.

We must mention that the group’s vast ideology has helped it earn widespread support from some Arabic and Muslim sectors and achieve its extensive operational infrastructure network. This happens because Al Qaeda’s appeal reaches radical Islamist groups from the Middle East and others operating in other regions of the globe, all sharing an Islamic  character as an ideological basis. It is important to stress the fact that although Al Qaeda’s leadership is of Arabic origin (Osama Bin Laden is of Saudi origin and Ayman Zawahiri is Egyptian, just to give two examples), it is identified with pan-Islamism and not with pan-Arabism.

 

When it comes to the activities of those terrorist groups operating in the Tri Border region under the ideological and operational umbrella of Al Qaeda, a lot has been written by both local and international media about the presence of “Al Qaeda operatives”, or about diverse terrorist activities related to the group. But we must refer to proven facts and to the information obtained in the field.

Therefore, if we relate to the already mentioned presence and activity in the region of operatives identified as belonging to Al-Gamma Al Islamyia  (the Egyptian Islamic Jihad) and Gamaya al Islamiya (Egypt’s Islamic Group), it is possible to ascertain that certain individuals connected to Al Qaeda are indeed established in the region. The area was usually used as a “hiding or resting place” for terrorists arriving mainly from the Middle East, and for illegal economic activities with money laundering  or fund rising purposes, and for recruiting activities within the Arabic or Islamic communities in the area.  

However, as a consequence of the regional economic crisis and the counter-terrorist offensive launched after 9.11.01, the situation changed radically for the members of such organizations and their level of operations has diminished. 

Another factor that must be taken into consideration when analyzing the decline in these groups’ operations is the activity developed by local and foreign intelligence agencies, which have focused immediately on these groups and individuals related to them. These did not have enough local influence and the consequent impunity that the common place corruption practices in the region grant to other terrorist groups (such as Hezbollah). Moreover, they neither counted with an efficient operational network, nor the same local support network that other organizations have within the Arabic and Muslim communities of the region.

In short, on one hand we can say that groups connected to Al Qaeda have been hit by counter terrorism activities in the region and have had to retract to other places, but certain individuals directly linked to groups operating under the Al Qaeda umbrella still develop their activities there, as financial business between Europe, the Tri Border area and the Far East takes place with money laundering purposes.

A sample of this are the financial transfers made by a presumed Muslim Indian citizen from Ciudad del Este towards Hong Kong and South East Asia. This individual, operating as a money exchanger and financier, transferred during the months following 9.11.01 hundreds of thousands of dollars from the region to the above mentioned places.  According to certain information, the money was afterwards sent to Pakistan.  

Given that such sums did not match the volume of the man’s commercial activities, he attracted the attention of the intelligence services operating in the region and subsequently managed to disappear from the Tri Border area without a trace. At the same time, accordingly to the strict compartimentalization characterizing the organization, other individuals presumably connected to Al Qaeda still carry out –keeping a very low profile- religious indoctrination activities, which have a growing radical and anti Western profile.

Last but not least, regarding the odds of much publicized speculations by the press about possible meetings between high level members of groups connected to Al Qaeda in the region –more precisely in Foz de Iguaçu- that even included Lebanese Imad Mugniyeh, Foreign Operations Chief of Hezbollah, we believe that the possibilities for this having taken place in the region are almost null.

Imad Mugniyeh, a terrorist of international standing and one of the most wanted men in the world by the majority of Western intelligence agencies, who has international capture requests against him, has proved to be in extreme careful and has been able to elude professionals from those agencies during the last two decades. It seems highly unlikely that after 9.11.01 he traveled to Brazil, when it has already been proved that his safe haven is in Iran and he has other safer places to operate from, such as Syria, Lebanon, the Asian Southeast and other Muslim African countries.

Although it is possible that such encounters between individuals belonging to terrorist groups connected to Al Qaeda and mid-level and liaison operatives from Hezbollah in South America took place with the purpose to coordinate joint activities, we believe that this could have happened in Sao Paulo, Brazil, Isla Margarita, Venezuela, or the city of Panama in that country. As well, no high rank members of either Al Qaeda or Hezbollah would have been present. 

We must point out as a factor that gives place to speculations about this kind of meeting the fact that the different Islamist terrorist organizations operating in the area are collaborating one with the others, leaving aside their ideological or religious differences. An example are the ties between  the Shiite and Sunnite groups.

In SIA’s previous Special Report about the region we alerted about the fact that a high level of cooperation could be observed between Shiite and Sunnite groups in the region, and almost no operational differences could be perceived between them.

This level of cooperation has not only been maintained during the last year, but in regards to certain logistic aspects it has grown in order to counter the external threats posed by the intelligence services and the economic crisis plaguing the region. 

· Hezbollah


 
The most active terrorist organization operating in the Tri Border area has been and might still be Lebanese Hezbollah. As mentioned in several previous reports, the organization counts with the significant backing by the Arabic and Muslim communities in Ciudad del Este and Foz de Iguaçu. It is interesting to note that this acceptance is generalized among immigrants from Lebanon and Arabs or Muslims with roots in –or coming from- Syria, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan and the Palestinian territories.

This support, of a political, religious, militant, social and economical nature, among others, is based not only on the identification of the members of the Arabic and Muslim societies but on blackmail and extortion carried out by representatives of the group in the region, who in some cases force the community to “collaborate” economically in exchange for “protection”.

An excellent example of this is the sale of apartments built by a developing company believed to be owned by Hezbollah’s leader in the region, Lebanese Assad Ahmad Barakat. Buyers, all of Arabic origin or immigrants from the Middle East, were forced to pay outrageous prices for the apartments built by one of Barakat’s companies, and according to witnesses he assured them himself that the money “…was to aid the Lebanese resistance against the Zionist enemy…”. Obviously, whoever did not agree to buy an apartment or to collaborate financially was considered a traitor and a Zionist agent and it isn’t hard to guess this individual’s destiny. 

Besides, it is a fact that the real estate business is an excellent cover for money laundering. Therefore the strategy provided extra benefits: besides laundering illegal money, these operations provided huge profits which were transferred to Lebanon.

Proof of these transfers of money are not only the bank transferal documents which we’ve had access to but the letters of recognition towards Barakat, signed by Hassan Nasrallah, Hezbollah’s General Secretary, and by Sheikh Mohamed Hussein Fadllalah, spiritual leader of the organization. Therefore, Hezbollah’s activities in the region –or activities of the group led by Barakat- were related not only to fund rising or money laundering but to any illegal business with a legal cover that could bring benefits to the group’s coffers. 

The network established by Barakat was also responsible for indoctrinating members of the Islamic and Arabic communities, for recruiting potential operatives, for collaborating with certain logistic operations, as well as for aiding Hezbollah’s operatives who reached the region in search of a safe haven. Moreover, the group helped implement security operations to back the activities of Hezbollah’s representatives and the visits to the region of important Shiite Islamic personalities, mostly from Lebanon and Iran.

Other members of the group led by Barakat are Lebanese Mazen Ali Salah –also known as Salah Mazen Ali- and Lebanese–born Paraguayan Salah Mahmmoud Fayad. Salah participated in many businesses as a front man for Barakat, and transferred money to Lebanon through banks in Iquique (Chile), New Jersey (US) and Hong Kong. Barakat and his gang carried out their terrorist activities without any problems until 9.11.01, but after that everything changed.

Then, security and intelligence agencies of the region – which previously looked aside, either by omission or “commission”-, focused their interest in the activities in the area, as many other Western agencies did at the time. The same applies to Eastern European and Asian services which only after the attacks against the US became aware of the threat of the Tri Border area for the region and the whole world. However, not only the increase in surveillance and counter-terrorist activities limited the activities of Barakat’s cell. The serious already mentioned regional economic crisis also had a hand in this.

 

Since the end of September of 2001, Barakat, Ali and Saleh and other members of the Muslim and Arabic communities in the region were investigated, and in some cases even arrested -in most cases under charges of economic illegal activities, not always directly connected to terrorist activities-.  This was the American intelligence agencies’ strategy –which we described in previous reports- that basically consists in investigating and neutralizing people with the excuse of economic fraud and/or tax evasion when in reality they are suspected of having ties with terrorism. Therefore, different investigations were initiated in Paraguay against Barakat and his partners, and until today Barakat is under arrest in Brazil, waiting to be extradited to Paraguay –something we believe won’t happen any time soon. Instead, he will probably be released-. His associates are regularly detained and subsequently released by the police of Paraguay.

Barakat’s cell is just an example of the activities developed by Hezbollah that are well known by the various security and intelligence services in the  region. His cell is just one of many. According to data obtained and to the analysis of the connections between Barakat and Hezbollah it is fair to conclude that there are several independent cells that continue operating in the area. Its members still maintain commercial activities in Ciudad del Este, live in Foz de Iguaçu, and have expanded their operations to Iquique (Chile), Curitiba and Sao Paulo (Brazil).

As a matter of fact, if the data about Barakat and information obtained in the field are crossed, it is possible to assume that he was only one of the heads -and in spite of what many believe, probably not the highest ranking officer- in a vast network of cells coordinated from Iran or Lebanon, with a sophisticated division of tasks and activities. 

Today, it is believed that the most important and professional cells have moved to Sao Paulo, to Margarita Island (Venezuela), and to Panamá. These groups can manage their activities in these locations independently from what happens in the Tri Border area. 

In Sao Paulo, for example, it is possible to observe how they have infiltrated some Islamic institutions in the city and how they have started developing the same sort of activities they carried out at the Tri Border area. They have easily blended within the many Arabic or Muslim communities that have shops in places such as the Page shopping center, for example.   

We must take into account that this infiltration strategy isn’t a novelty. In fact, it has successfully tried before by organizations connected to Al Qaeda in the UK, Italy and Germany. In those countries, several terrorist Islamist groups managed to successfully infiltrate and even lead their target communities with a carefully planned strategy based on the diffusion of radical Islam as a religious-political alternative to European Muslims who consider themselves excluded from the local social, economical and political system. This situation is indeed an immediate threat to Europe, a continent that unfortunately became aware that millions of its citizens had turned to radical Islam after 9.11.01 –even when tens of thousand of individuals had been training in camps managed by Al Qaeda or similar groups-. 

Returning to Latin America, and keeping in mind that we can find in the region a higher level of social exclusion than in Europe, we believe that it is necessary to pay attention to the developments of such infiltration strategy of moderate Muslim communities by radical Islamists. However, the special characteristics of each region or country is a factor of influence, and we are still far from seeing what happened in Europe occur in the region. On one hand, Roman Apostolic Catholicism has strong influence (even in non-Catholic communities), and on the other, Brazilian and Paraguayan members of the local Islamic communities are mostly businessmen of medium-high or high social standing.

But this isn’t the case in Argentina, where Muslims can be found across all levels of society, and where due to the country’s longstanding economic crisis many of those who considered themselves as middle class until recently, today face the social and economic pauperization process that most of the country’s middle class is suffering. This is a fact that brings them dangerously to the social and economic level of European Muslims.

In short, if we cannot speak about an immediate threat of radicalization of Islamic communities in Latin America, the trend must be taken into account and closely followed, as it is a danger in the long run. If a small degree of the infiltration achieved in Europe is accomplished in Argentina, Brazil or Paraguay, the results could me catastrophic, with a high degree of danger for security not only of the region but for North America as well.

Other individuals related to Hezbollah –probably the most important- are believed to have left Latin America altogether and to be back in the Middle East, having arrived there through Africa and Europe. It is still uncertain whether they have established themselves temporarily in Angola or in Frankfurt, two places sought by them right after they abandoned the Tri Border region.

The northern Chilenian city of Iquique is another place to follow Hezbollah's activities in the region. A free port in which merchandise arriving there can be opened by the receiver without passing through customs and combined with the fact that companies registered under Barakat’s name are established in the city, lead us to believe that Iquique offers the ideal conditions to continue developing the organization’s operations there.

These operations, mainly related to financial operations and backing, money laundering, and logistic support, based on the conditions found in a place such as Iquique could have relation with the activities carried out by individuals previously though to be related to Hezbollah in the Tri Border area.

Another factor that might illustrate the degree of Hezbollah’s activities in Iquique and Sao Paulo is the increase of activities of persons connected to the Embassy of Iran in Santiago, Chile, and Brasilia, Brazil, as well as the increase in periodical trips to Santiago and Sao Paulo from Shiite religious and community leaders from  Argentina and Uruguay. 

Following certain security logics it is possible to state that Buenos Aires, after the two attacks in 1992 and 1994, and the Tri Border area, after 9.11.01, became places where, though it is not impossible to operate, it is harder than in Sao Paulo or Iquique. This because the numerous and influential Arabic or Muslim communities in Sao Paulo -not necessarily directly or consciously connected to illegal activities- may be the perfect cover for a terrorist group.

Other Areas with Terrorist-Related Activities

Besides the areas above mentioned, we may add other locations as new centers of terrorist activity. These areas, located a few kilometers from the Tri Border, mostly on the Brazilian and Paraguayan sides, consist of impenetrable jungles that aren’t surveilled by any security and intelligence agencies. These spots are specifically Pedro Juan Caballero, Guaíra, Boa Vista, General Díaz and Palma Chica. 

The complete lack of control that reigns there from both local and foreign agencies is important when it comes to evaluating the degree of risk and terrorist activity in the region. However, from data obtained in the field it is possible to establish that these locations are safe havens for criminal activities such as the production and traffic of drugs (mainly marihuana), smuggling, etc. These activities are carried out in most cases by criminals of Arabic origin or Muslims, who possess their own protection and attack teams. These individuals, mostly Arabic or of local Arabic parentage, are recruited and trained on the spot, but their training is directly related to the criminal objectives of their bosses.

Although a link between these criminal groups and terrorist groups operating in the region can not be discarded, the existence of terrorist training camps there is highly unlikely.

 

State Activities

We will review here the counter terrorist activities launched by the local and foreign security and intelligence agencies operating in the area, as well as the judiciary and legislative behavior of the countries directly involved in the area. We believe this is necessary as a crucial factor in the analysis of the real situation in the field.

If in our previous report we mentioned American leadership and pressure in the fight against terror in the region, we can state now that US efforts continue, aided involuntarily by the regional economic crisis, and have yielded indeed some results. The American strategy has motivated a growth in anti terrorist activities in the area and some judiciary officials back the activities of security and intelligence forces efficiently and without delays. 

However, the corruption reigning in some official agencies in charge of fighting terrorism -not all of course- is another central issue affecting the region, and one that makes it much harder to deal with the problem of terrorism. Therefore, international terrorism continues operating in the region thanks to this fact.

Indeed, the international terrorist groups are aware of the fragility of the State institutions of the countries in the region and of the high level of corruption. For this reason these groups choose to stay there, being as it is  obviouslyeasy and cheap to bribe certain corrupted officers with the purpose of carrying on their terrorist activities there.

Another item worthwhile of mentioning is the low degree of cooperation between the different security and intelligence agencies operating in the region. (This also happens as well in other areas of the world where there is terrorist activity). In spite of joint declarations and the public spirit of cooperation, it is possible to determine that the level of collaboration between the different countries is lower than the level of exchange between the diverse terrorist groups.

This phenomenon isn’t exclusive of the Tri Border area and it can be also seen in Europe, Asia and the Middle East. In the case of South America it is connected to the importance given by the different countries to the issues in their specific internal and external political agendas –and/or by their political interests-. It is also related to the well known professional mistrust, intrinsic to the intelligence community, when in many cases the intelligence agencies of one country do not collaborate with their neighboring counterparts, out of fear of revealing their sources, or of putting at risk certain operations, or simply not to interfere with certain illegal businesses.

It will be hard to fight terror in the region if officers from one of the countries are disturbed and followed in their tasks by a “presumed friendly” intelligence service, or if the importance of certain communities in a country is such that the police forces – in charge of investigating the presence of possible terrorists in that same community- accept the donation of police vehicles as it happened in one case, or even if the economies of some of the areas mentioned in this report are based on the very illegal activities that back and support the operations of international terrorist organizations. 

· Regional Institutional Denial

We believe that denying the existence of the problem will not help in solving it. As a sample of this “regional institutional denial” we must read a statement issued on November 10th, 2002, at the XII Meeting of Justice and Interior Ministers of MERCOSUR (Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay and Paraguay), as an answer to press reports that same month informing about terrorist activities in the region by Islamist organizations. The statement entirely denies the existence of terrorist activity in the region.

 

Conclusions and Future Implications

· The level of terrorist activity during 2002 in the Tri Border area has diminished thanks to the economic regional crisis and to the increase in counter-terrorism activities led by the US and implemented in cooperation with the region’s countries.

· There was an increase in the migration of terrorists to other regions of Latin America, such as Iquique (Chile), Sao Paulo and Curitiba (Brazil). However, the Tri Border area continues to be a key place in the operational strategies of the different terrorist activities operating in the region.

· Islamist organizations and Al Qaeda in particular have decreased their level of activities. Colombian FARC have maintained a stable degree of activity and Hezbollah has expanded.  

· Different terrorist groups continue developing the following activities in the area: fund raising, logistic operations, security, operative intelligence, indoctrination and recruiting of operatives. The region is also used as a safe haven.

· Until mid 2002 the existence of training camps could not be confirmed. However, the existence of impenetrable areas (Pedro Juan Caballero, Guaíra, Boa Vista, General Díaz and Palma Chica) out of reach to security and intelligence services is an issue to be solved. These places are real havens for criminals, most of Arabic origin, who are dedicated to cultivating and trafficking drugs.

· Although each terrorist organization follows its own ideology, no conflict of interests between the different groups could be detected until now. Quite the opposite, the groups stay apart in order to maintain the innate power of each leader. However, as seen in this  paper, the groups do collaborate one with the other.

· Globalization and trans-nationalization have caused a positive effect for the communion of different terrorist organizations operating in the Tri Border area.

· If no joint international policy regarding security and counter-terrorist intelligence is created, the unlimited growth of these criminal organizations will not be halted.

· In view of the high and serious level of corruption, as well as the political, economic and social lack of stability in the region, and the dissimilar interests in the different countries, it is not possible to expect full collaboration between the involved countries.

· The Tri Border area is not a myth but a latent threat, in a state of minimum activity which will increase again once the current stage of “Alert” is over. 

· The importance of the region is geopolitical in nature, because it is a key to penetrate diverse points of South and North America.

· The Tri Border region is definitely a threat that can only be neutralized by “attacking” the target.

· Suspected terrorist targets might be reached by pursuing them for the “minor” felonies they commit in order to reach their ultimate, terrorist objectives.

· The migration of a critical mass of terrorists to other regions in Latin America is related to the factors indicated above. In any case, the region will still be used as a transit zone.
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