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ABSTRACT

The implementation of the antidrug strategy, Plan Dignidad, was heralded as a success by the U.S., which funds, and directs, the forced coca eradication policy. Previously unprecedented rates of eradication have been accompanied by protests and the ensuing violence resulted from coca growers’ resolve to openly resist forced eradication. .  
 
Strong U.S. pressure to carry out counternarcotics goals has impeded lasting solutions to the conflict, weakened the capability of the Bolivian government to carry out policy and maintain credibility.  The programs have given a key role to the nation’s armed forces in counternarcotics program, a law enforcement function.  The U.S. also funds the militarization of antidrug police, creating confused roles and competition between the two institutions. U.S. supervision and control of these forces often circumvents oversight by civilian government officials. The ongoing use of military action for antidrug efforts is counterproductive to the nation’s efforts to establish a credible civilian system of governance. In spite of the high social costs of the militarized forced eradication program, the price, purity, and availability of cocaine entering the U.S. has remained steady. The U.S. has been unwilling to retreat, though, at the cost of Bolivia’s national sovereignty and stability.

Introduction

The ‘Coca Conflict’ in Bolivia is rooted in the unequal, trilateral relationship between the United States antinarcotics interests, the Bolivian government and the Bolivian people.  A cyclical history of protest, repression and growing militarization has provoked widespread conflict and eroded the credibility of the nation’s government.  The implementation of the aggressive antidrug strategy in 1997, Plan Dignidad, was heralded as a success by the U.S., which funds, directs, and drives the forced coca eradication policy.   While the incumbent government has attempted to revise this agenda, in practice, the strategy has remained unaltered. Previously unprecedented rates of eradication have been accompanied by protests and the ensuing violence resulted from the cocaleros’ increasing resolve to openly resist forced eradication. Since the Plan’s implementation, 33 coca growers have been killed and over 1000 have been injured or detained in a country considered by the United States to be their Latin American antidrug success story. But success has come at a high price. Eradication of the coca crop has resulted in the loss of approximately $500 million a year to the Bolivian economy, the poorest in Latin America after Haiti and Nicaragua.
  This economic vulnerability has made the country extremely dependent on foreign assistance and as a consequence, compliance with U.S. antidrug goals, including militarization of counterdrug efforts to receive yearly certification to receive this aid is viewed as indispensable. 
Although the scale of social conflict and human rights violations cannot compete with that of neighboring Andean nations, an examination of the impact of hard-line U.S.-funded antidrug programs in Bolivia provides an important case study. In Colombia and Peru it is difficult or almost impossible to attribute abuses directly to official counternarcotic forces because of the complexities created by guerrilla and paramilitary actions. In contrast, the ineffectiveness and outright damage generated by antidrug programs is clearly evident in Bolivia, where no guerrilla movement exists. This direct causality provides a unique opportunity in the often confusing scenario of the Andean drug war to explicitly assess current policy.  
 Conflict and social unrest stemming from the application of United States antidrug policy in the Chapare region generally occurs in recurring cycles of protest, repression and temporary conciliation. “The cycle of conflict can be understood as arising from the lack of compliance with agreements between cocalero unions and the government, or are activated by unilateral decisions by the government or cocaleros, producing a continuum of tension, instability and crisis between the two.”
 With the application of Plan Dignidad, the intensity and duration of the conflicts increased exponentially.  

Strong U.S. pressure to carry out counternarcotics goals has impeded lasting solutions to the conflict through dialogue and weakened the capability of the Bolivian government to carry out policy and maintain credibility.  The programs have given a key role to the nation’s armed forces in counternarcotics and other internal security matters -- in violation of that institution’s mandate -- although democratic control of the military is still being consolidated.  Most Bolivians reject policies that tip the balance of power toward the military and away from the civilian government.
 The U.S. has also promoted and funded the militarization of antidrug police, creating confused roles and competition between the two institutions. Direct U.S. supervision and control of these different forces often circumvents oversight by Bolivian civilian government officials.  In spite of conflict generated, the U.S. has been unwilling to retreat, at the cost of Bolivia’s national sovereignty and stability.  Militarization of antidrug efforts has generated an increase in human rights violations during periods of confrontation.  Only one member of the security forces has received only a symbolic legal consequence for these violations. The impunity surrounding these abuses has furthered fueled recurring conflicts.

Background

The semi-tropical Chapare region, the epicenter of coca-related conflict, is one of two primary coca-producing areas in Bolivia. Although some areas of the country, such as the Yungas have produced coca for centuries, the great majority of coca production in the Chapare began more recently as a result of the widespread migration of peasant farmers and ex-miners to the area. Economic structural adjustment measures implemented in 1985 to alleviate overwhelming hyperinflation accelerated this migration. The relatively accessible Chapare region provided an essential escape valve for the excess labor force and landless smallholding peasant farmers. Furthermore, the coca economy in the Chapare helped stabilize the currency by generating income for this displaced population, and greatly stimulated the overall national economy.
 Until 1995, Bolivia was the second largest coca producing nation after Peru. In 1997 Bolivia accounted for one third of world coca production. Cocaine income circulated in the Bolivian economy helped replace income from the crash in the tin market and to deal with international debt. The coca /cocaine economy contributed more to the GNP and employed more people than in any other country.

Early U.S.-funded counternarcotics programs in Bolivia

Beginning in the late 1980s, U.S.-funded programs to combat this high level of coca production were plagued with poor coordination, corruption and ineffective alternative development (meant to provide subsistence income to farmers who lose their coca to eradication). Bolivian government officials generally complied with minimum eradication goals to earn U.S. certification for cooperating in drug war efforts in order to maintain funding and access to international loans, but eradicated coca was quickly replaced. Three Bolivian administrations -- Paz Estenssoro (1985-1989), Paz Zamora (1989-1993) and Sánchez de Lozada (1993-1997) -- were reticent about pushing too hard in fear of generating widespread clashes with cocaleros, who maintained some degree of popular support. 
Early Antidrug Operations Create Limited Role for the Armed Forces

The U.S. began to condition aid on the rebuilding of the Bolivian armed forces after the 1952 revolution, in an effort to protect its interests if the civilian government became too radical. By the mid-sixties Bolivia received among highest U.S. military funding per capita in the continent.
  Stated U.S. policy goals for the region included: strengthening the U.S. military mission and training of Bolivian officers by the U.S.; military aid to rebuild the institution and maintain internal security; and the implementation of effective resources to influence key government leaders to trust the army and weaken civilian law enforcement.
 These early objectives set the tone for consistent U.S. pressure to involve the military in internal security, especially in the drug war. Although no clear legal mandate existed in the Bolivian constitution for the participation of the U.S. and Bolivian armed forces in counterdrug efforts, they began to participate in operations during the mid 1980s, although widespread popular rejection of this new role limited military insertion.
.  The participation of the Bolivian Air Force and other forces was limited to reduce the risk of corruption, a prevalent problem.
 

The Bolivian constitution requires congressional approval for the presence of foreign troops; the U.S. government sent one of its army units into the Chapare as part of Operation Blast Furnace, from July- November 1986 without this authorization. According to one U.S. military officer working in Bolivia at the time, “With only two weeks notice from the White House, SOUTHCOM deployed the helicopter supported Task Force Janus (160 men and six Blackhawk helicopters) in support of DEA-directed anti-drug forces in the semi-tropical plains of the Bolivian Beni. ‘Operation Blast Furnace’ propelled the US military into the drug war in no uncertain terms. “Ten years and several billions of dollars later, decisive results have yet to be achieved.”
 The mission was the first major military counterdrug operation in Latin America
 and the operation was plagued by poor organization and a lack of coordination.  The presence of U.S troops without congressional approval provoked public outcry about the violation of national sovereignty and almost toppled the Paz Estenssoro Government.

In spite of the strong public rejection of a U.S. military presence, the Green Berets began to extensively train UMOPAR, the rural antidrug police, in the Chapare during Operation Snow Cap in early 1987.
  In 1988 the USMILGROUP formed the “Red Devils” Air Force Unit and the Navy Blue Devils Groups to carry out interdiction operations. “UH-1 helicopters and "Piranha" swift boats became part of the plethora of assets that DOD (Department of Defense) and SOUTHCOM provided in support of the DEA/UMOPAR operations.”
  In 1989, Tactical Analysis Teams made up of DEA and Department of Defense personnel attempted to cut off connections between coca producers by eliminating laboratories and airstrips and limited access to precursor chemicals.  The team left UMOPAR out of planning to limit widespread corruption.  Although the mission captured a significant number of buyers, the drug trade recovered rapidly.

 There were multiple denunciations of corruption in both Bolivian and military police antidrug units. As part of the Andean Initiative, the US government began in 1991, “a deliberate incorporation of host country military forces into the counter narcotics effort and an expanded role for the U.S. military throughout the region.”
  President Paz Zamora accepted the proposal under pressure. The participation of the Bolivian military in anti-drug efforts and increasing U.S. pressure provoked increasing protest by the coca growers’ unions in the Chapare region.

Plan Dignidad

Ex-dictator Hugo Banzer, elected in 1997, abandoned the hit-or-miss approach to trying to meet U.S. requirements without destabilizing the nation. His administration proposed an all-out, no-holds-barred approach to eradication through his administration’s five-year Plan Dignidad (“Dignity Plan”). In 1999 the Defense Policy Analysis Unit (UDAPDE), a “think tank” within the Bolivian Defense Ministry, pointed out that the plan had been written and implemented without consolidating the long-term support of nongovernmental actors and without taking into account the social and political effects of its implementation.
 This criticism was correct: The plan’s implementation resulted in the use of heavy repression and the absence of productive dialogue.
The five-year plan proposed four pillars of action: alternative development, prevention and rehabilitation, eradication of illegal excess coca, and interdiction based on a “shared responsibility” with the international community to reach these goals. In practice, the Bolivian government focused primarily on the forced eradication of 38,000 hectares of coca. To the surprise of critics and supporters, the plan almost achieved its goal of total eradication in the Chapare. 
Forced eradication through militarization
The cornerstone of the widespread eradication strategy was the creation of a direct antidrug role for the Bolivian military in forced eradication. This institution previously had participated only in some air and riverine interdiction efforts. The formation and insertion in April 1998 of the U.S.-funded Joint Task Force (JTF), a combined force of police and military, sparked three months of violent conflict in the region, leaving thirteen cocaleros and three members of the security forces dead. The use of military conscripts to manually eradicate coca plants led to dramatic advances in coca eradication — over 70,000 acres — but at a high social cost.
In September 1999, the United States announced it would fund and build three military bases to house the soldiers of the newly-formed Ninth Army division, with a mandate to impede coca replanting and insure security in the region. A year later, cocaleros blocked the Pan-American Highway between Cochabamba and Santa Cruz for over a month to protest the base construction, and the plan was cancelled. Since then, widespread replanting of coca leaf and active campesino resistance has continually prevented total elimination of the coca crop. According to Bolivian eradication forces, security forces eradicated approximately 6,000 hectares of coca in 2001, with at least 4,000 remaining, while the State Department sets the year’s total eradication at 9,395 hectares in 2001.
  For 2002 the INCSR, states that although Bolivia was once considered the success story in forced eradication, that year showed a 23 percent increase in coca cultivation, in spite of government claims that eradication statistics were the second highest ever recorded for Bolivia.  The content of the report demonstrates the futility of these accelerated forced eradication efforts.
 Eradication officials have confirmed that a permanent military presence in the region will continue in order to deter further replanting.
 This ongoing military presence, combined with the failure to provide viable alternative development, has created a pressure cooker in the Chapare.

Potpourri of regular forces

Eighteen years of alternative development have had negligible results in the region. Clearly the strong emphasis on militarization has had a much greater impact; unfortunately this impact has been negative as existing forces are beefed up and new ones are created. Greater militarization has provoked an increase in human rights violations and catalyzed an increasingly aggressive and sometimes violent response from cocaleros. UDAPDE warned in 1999 that the security forces’ bellicose “war on drugs” mentality would provoke greater violence and further polarize the conflict.
  By the end of 2001, between 4,000 and 4,500 members of the security forces were stationed in the Chapare, an increase of approximately 2,000 troops since the end of October. This temporary transfer of troops marked an all-time peak in the militarization of the region.
  During two weeks of blockades in January 2003, a similar quantity of troops entered the region.  The mishmash of different forces presents a confusing chain of command and complicates identification of units implicated in human rights violations.

In late 2001, the Bolivian government confirmed a total of eighteen “temporary” combined forces camps in the region. U.S. government officials state that they are working to improve the combined forces’ infrastructure. The October 2000 agreement between Six Coca Growers’ Federations leaders and government officials stated that there would be no new bases in the Chapare region.
 However, cocaleros interpret ongoing large-scale construction and remodeling at existing military bases as a violation of this agreement.  

Both U.S. and Bolivian governments officially state that a long-term sustained military presence in the region is indispensable to maintaining eradication goals and preventing resurgence of the coca crop.
 Many analysts believe that U.S. commitment to funding a continued presence is both costly and damaging to Bolivia’s fragile democracy. The ongoing use of military action for antidrug efforts (traditionally considered to be a police function) is counterproductive to the nation’s efforts to establish a credible civilian system of governance.
Security Forces stationed at antidrug bases in the Chapare

· UMOPAR (U.S.-funded antidrug police) base in Chimore, as well as posts and checkpoints in seven other communities; 

· Expeditionary Task Force in Chimore, housed 1500 salaried, nonmilitary eradication and security personnel; (disbanded August, 2002).

· “Talons of Valor” International Training Facility in Senda Tres, to train future UMOPAR officers and military and police personnel from around Latin America;

· Ninth Army Division in Ibuelo. (The U.S. funded widespread construction to improve and broaden its infrastructure);

· Isinuta Joint Task Force Camp, an established base for three years;

· Ichoa Camp (Joint Task Force); 

· Special Jungle Operations Troops Center (CIOS-II) in Santa Rosa — consolidated military infrastructure that houses military conscripts; _ COE Naval Force in Puerto Villarroel, an established naval base;

· BI-26 Infantry Battalion in Colomi (a mountain town close to the Chapare) built in 1970; and

· Seven additional mobile JTF eradication camps.

Expeditionary Task Force (ETF) - The U.S. forms and funds an irregular force

The Expeditionary Task Force was formed in January 2001 with 500 civilian recruits. This group was not part of the Bolivian police or military, though it had military commanders. The force received funding for transportation, food, uniforms and a salary bonus of approximately one-hundred dollars from the Narcotic Affairs Section (NAS) of the U.S. embassy, as well as training from the U.S. Military Group.
 Then-Human Rights Ombudsperson, Ana María Romero, sustained that the members of the ETF are mercenaries. She told the press that the Bolivian military does not have authorization to increase the number of people it employs without approval from Congress.
 Although the State Department claimed that the force members are part of the military reserve that has completed mandatory service, no such formal body exists within the Bolivian armed forces.

The ETF was implicated in a significant percentage of human rights violations in the Chapare region, including the deaths of three cocaleros. Human rights monitors, and even military officers, expressed concern about the irregular status of this group. In March 2002, five members of the U.S. Congress requested that funding for this force be suspended due to credible allegations of gross human rights violations. In spite of criticism from these U.S. representatives and both national and international human rights organizations, the ETF expanded to 1,500 members in January 2002. Some members of the security forces privately stated that the ETF had let things “get out of hand.”
  The U.S. ended funding for the force in mid-2002, and the unit was disbanded in response to negative press coverage and congressional inquiries.
  The popular rejection of the creation of these irregular units helped to generate a reevaluation of the role of the armed forces in antidrug efforts, not only by political analysts and human rights advocates, but also within the institution itself. 
Militarized Police Forces Carry out Interdiction Efforts

In addition to the strong military presence in the Chapare region, the U.S. provides military training, salary bonuses and equipment to special antinarcotics police units. The Special Force Against Drug Trafficking (FELCN) was formed by presidential supreme decree – usurping the possibility of any legislative role in its creation – in 1987.  In practice FELCN is under direct control of the DEA; as one member of parliament put it, “[the FELCN] does not recognize the authority of the armed forces or the police; it only obeys the orders of a foreign authority, in other words the DEA.”
  The Special Force maintains offices in all major Bolivian cities.  Furthermore, “In 2001 the US government began a two-year program to expand the size of the Special Drug Police Force (FELCN) and its specialized operational units …. This expansion includes an increase in personnel of more than 15 percent, upgrading the FELCN’s existing physical infrastructure and building at least 14 new bases throughout the country.”
 
However, FELCN has been implicated directly and indirectly in corruption since its foundation, attributable to individual abuses of privilege, the ambiguity of their mandate as well as the short comings of antidrug Law 1008.
  However, this corruption has been more stringently controlled towards the late 90’s and fewer documented examples are available.

UMOPAR

UMOPAR, “the FELCN’s uniformed mobile interdiction force was created by the U.S. These units specialize in jungle patrol, reconnaissance, air insertions, mobile roadblocks and river operations. They are stationed throughout Bolivia, but based primarily in Chapare, Trinidad and Yungas”.
 UMOPAR officers also receive monthly salary bonuses from the U.S. embassy.
 Close consultation and collaboration between UMOPAR and the DEA has existed since its inception, and both groups share a base in the Chapare region.  Until 1997, DEA officers were frequently observed supervising interdiction missions and even participating in interrogations of detainees.
 Denunciations of DEA participation in abuses and blatant violations of national sovereignty led to a role for the DEA directed at planning and supervision of UMOPAR efforts, without direct participation in missions and operations. Starting in 2001, denunciations of abuses declined. UMOPAR in the Chapare carries out a great deal of its interdiction efforts through the work of over 50 informants who work undercover throughout the regions. Starting in 2001, denunciations of abuses declined.  In 2002 the number of antidrug prosecutors in the Chapare increased to four.  Yet, although they are required to supervise UMOPAR missions, they rarely do so, creating the opportunity for abuse of authority.  Pressure remains to demonstrate successful antidrug efforts through high numbers of detentions.  The U.S. International Narcotics Control Report consistently contains detention, and not conviction, statistics.

In 2002, UMOPAR began to restrict its actions more specifically to its interdiction mandate and adopted stronger human rights norms.  This action limited routine abuses, although denunciations of mistreatment of detainees continue to a lesser degree. The continued operation of the Office of Professional Responsibility, an internal affairs and human rights office, funded and directly supervised by the DEA, signaled this priority.  Human rights monitors complained, though, that the DEA could not effectively supervise human rights investigations. The office carries out investigations of corruption and human rights violations committed by UMOPAR and other FELCN agents. For example, in 1999 eight percent of all FELCN officers were under investigation. 70 percent of cases were determined to be disciplinary violations and another eight percent to be crimes. 43 percent of all cases were in the Cochabamba Department, which includes the Chapare.
  

UMOPAR officers receive military training at a special facility in the Chapare.  Initially designed as a training center for jungle operations exclusively for UMOPAR agents, the Garras Training School, funded by the Narcotics Affairs Section of the U.S. embassy,  now also trains police and military officers from other nations, including Panama, Colombia, Peru and Ecuador.   Although training includes a brief human rights module, and there is a human rights instructor, the great bulk of the instruction is based on military tactics and aggressive physical exertion.  Although the objective is to teach resistance in dangerous situation, human rights monitors fear that training exercises may provoke insensitivity to detainees.  They also complain that training exercises violate the basic human rights of students, who routinely work from 5 a.m. until 10 p.m.  Instructors do not use course participant’s names, and instead assign them a number and refer to them as “elements”.  The center has been referred to as a “School of the Americas in the Chapare.”

Antidrug Law 1008 Violates Bolivian Constitutional Norms

Bolivian interdiction and eradication efforts are carried out within the framework of Law 1008. Passed through the Bolivian legislature in July 1988, the “Law to Regulate Coca and Controlled Substances,” more commonly known as ‘Law 1008’ provides the foundation for the U.S.- driven and funded ‘war on drugs’ in Bolivia.
  Coca growers, legal experts, and human rights monitors have criticized the law as unconstitutional ever since it was passed.  Although the U.S. denies that it dictated the terms of the law, one U.S. official stated at an embassy meeting in early 1999, when the political officer said that there was no official U.S. stance on the law, “How you can not have a position on Law 1008; you wrote the damn thing!”
  In its original form the law clearly violated the terms of the Bolivian constitution and fixed disproportionately harsh sentences for drug war offenses. Furthermore, the law violates international agreements that Bolivia has ratified. As the then-Minister of the Interior stated, “We put human rights on a balance scale to see if drug trafficking caused more harm to the country than adhering to an orthodox [legal] procedure.  We broke the rules and tried to find an efficient mechanism that would really battle drug trafficking.”

In its original form, the primary issues regarding this law include five essential points.  First, Law 1008 mandated the presumption of guilt rather than innocence, the elimination of safeguards against self-incrimination, the denial of the right to a defense and impartial trial, the right to due process, including a speedy trial, and the elimination of the right to parole. The law’s effectiveness in Bolivia’s socio-political system is further hindered by the notoriously weak and externally pressured judiciary.

Specific drug courts, drug prosecutors, and anti-drug police force (the Fuerza Especial de Lucha Contra el Narcotráfico – FELCN) were all created by Law 1008 to circumvent corruption and create a more efficient anti-narcotics, judicial system.
  However, in practice, the judicial process was excessively long with the requirement of three separate tribunals for prosecution that often accumulated five years or more before a sentence was declared. Moreover, the need for acquittal at the Supreme Court level before release also contributes delays filled the Bolivian prison system to bursting.
    Judges are virtually unable to declare defendants innocent in this system as the accused are presumed guilty, and when any evidence whatsoever is presented by police – in most cases a statement by the accused acquired through violence, pressure or torture – this guilty predetermination is difficult to refute.
 Furthermore, a police report, was considered sufficient evidence for conviction in the original text of the law. 
The social costs are equally high. Its implementation dramatically increased the number of men, women and children in Bolivia’s prisons.  For example, 8 men entered the men’s prison in Cochabamba in 1987, where as in 1994, 175 men entered the same installation.
 Detainees often spend years incarcerated before receiving a sentence.  In addition, present estimates that up to seventy-eight percent of the Cochabamba prison population (the department where the Chapare is located) are serving time as a result of Law 1008.
 In Bolivia, the significant increase in the number of inmates strained an already crumbling prison infrastructure with only symbolic economic support from the national government, which pays for only electricity and water for the prisons.  Those waiting for due process, as well as those serving sentences in the prisons were often rural Bolivians accused of minor trafficking offenses, whose limited education and poor financial status barred their access to capable legal council.
 

The extremely harsh sections on legal proceedings were replaced by the stipulations of the new criminal procedures code, formulated funded and implemented with U.S. support and fully enacted in June, 2001.
  Since the code’s adoption, which establishes maximum deadlines for legal processes and oral trials for criminal proceedings, took effect, the prison population has diminished substantially, as those accused and convicted under 1008 can now present pre-trial guarantees for release until conviction and parole after serving two-fifths of their sentence. There was almost a 50 percent reduction in the Cochabamba prison population one year after the implementation of the code.
  Yet disproportionately long sentences limit these benefits.  Convicts receiving sentences of fifteen years or more under the law are ineligible for any of these considerations.
 Judicial authorities continue to denounce pressure to convict the accused.

Effect of U.S Drug Control Policy on Civil-Military Relations
Although the Expeditionary Task Force was the most striking example of the negative impact of militarized antidrug efforts, the insertion of the regular armed forces has also provoked problems in the region and within the institution itself.  Initially, military participation in the war on drugs was sporadic and limited to isolated missions. With the return to democracy in 1985, the armed forces were eager to escape the antidemocratic stigma from participation in military dictatorships and especially the reputation for direct participation in drug trafficking under the García Meza dictatorship. With the reinstatement of democratic leaders, the budget of the armed forces began to diminish.  Participation in antidrug efforts was also widely viewed by the military as a possibility to regain legitimacy and funding through U.S. antinarcotics aid.

The permanent insertion of the armed forces as the centerpiece of Plan Dignity’s accelerated forced eradication program brought friction as well as prestige.   The strict control of funding by the Narcotics Affairs Section of the U.S. Embassy and the economic dependence of the military became increasingly evident.  Although the Joint Task Force gained public acclaim for successful eradication, it also received harsh criticisms for human rights abuses.   The direct influence and control of U.S. military and antinarcotics authorities became abundantly clear -- a role difficult to swallow for the forces that identify themselves as patriotic.  The realization that participation in antinarcotics programs had a high price in terms of national sovereignty increased in military circles, as officers became increasingly uncomfortable with direct U.S. dictates to antidrug officials, which often circumvented civilian authorities and the national command of the institution.

Today many officials are beginning to question the U.S. occupation of the Bolivian armed forces which means first that the armed forces can’t move a finger unless the American Embassy authorizes them; second that the Bolivian Armed forces have acceded to an intervention of the Americans in institutional decisions; third, there is a level of intervention from the U.S. Milgroup in the most elemental decisions of the armed forces from the designation of sergeants to the designation of general…..This domination the political and institutional decision of the Embassy over the armed forces has reached a grotesque level, because lieutenant colonels or major from the MILGROUP, today make more decisions that Bolivian generals. 

A 1998 broad-based survey of Bolivian military personnel found that 73 percent felt that the armed forces participated in antidrug efforts as a result of U.S. pressure. Over one third believed that the participation in antidrug efforts forced the military to neglect its traditional duties.
  Fewer than eight percent felt that internal security and counternarcotic participation were the most important military role, with 66 percent stating that the most important mission is that stipulated by the Bolivian constitution, which does not authorize internal law and drug enforcement.
  One Joint Task Force official stated bluntly, “We are perfectly aware that what we are doing here (in the Chapare) is not constitutional.”
 
Some military personnel engaged in counternarcotics efforts criticized dependence on U.S. dictates and the inefficacy of Plan Dignity. One eradication official stated, “We are completely conscious that if we eradicate everything we are out of a job.” He jokingly added, “At this rate we may have to begin planting coca ourselves.”
 Another ex-officer explained, “The reality is that the military feels in part guilty for being so efficient, so disciplined in eradication.  They are conscious that eradication, the speed with which they acted has created an economic and social conflict in the country.”
  Another Joint Task Force officer in 2002 stated, we know that “what we are doing here causes hunger for these people and that the alternative development projects don’t provide income. This leaves us holding the bag.”
  

Discomfort with antidrug role  

Increasing participation of the armed forces in internal law enforcement functions, beginning with the counternarcotics mission and expanding to other areas, paired with a militarization of the antidrug police, UMOPAR, has provoked conflict and heightened traditional rivalries between the two institutions.  A competition for antidrug resources from the United States has exacerbated the situation. Military participation in antidrug law enforcement functions led to their participation in non-drug-related policing, exacerbating friction with the police force. Government officials justified this “mission creep” because they viewed the police as too corrupt and incompetent to guarantee citizen security.  In August 2002, the Bolivian military began to patrol the streets of Santa Cruz as part of a four month emergency “citizen security plan,”
 later expanding to Cochabamba and La Paz.  Later that month, the Sánchez de Lozada government announced a new “Joint Task Force” to patrol urban areas.

Both police and military resentment of overlapping roles and mixed mandates, combined with competition for resources in a steadily deteriorating economy, sowed the seeds for further conflict at the national level. These clashes dramatically weakened the authority and legitimacy of the democratically elected government in early 2003.
Friction with the police force over military insertion into internal security, exacerbated pre-existing tensions that exploded in the country’s capital in early 2003.  On February 12, 2003, the La Paz Police force mutinied and decided to not leave its stations, although the force had been a traditional ally of the MNR ruling party, increasing strength of the armed forces, at the expense of internal law enforcement and the economic crisis had caused deep-rooted resentment.  Police in Cochabamba and Santa Cruz joined the strike the next day. The “mutiny” was a direct response to the Sánchez de Lozada government’s announcement of a new 12.5% income tax. The government announcement, a result of pressure from the IMF, came on the heels of the news that salary increases for the police and other public employees that year would be negligible.  After almost four years of gripping economic crisis, this measure was the last straw.
  Police joined protesters, the military fired on them.  Over 30 people died, including police and military and almost 200 were wounded -- the great majority from bullet wounds.  
Due to the President’s failure to respond effectively to the violent uprising in February, protesting sectors remained unsatisfied and the president appeared unequipped to deal with their demands.  The great majority of Bolivian public had a lost faith in the president’s capacity to run the country. During the conflict, Government officials did not call for a state of siege.  The decision to not call the state of siege (used for six months by the previous Sánchez government in 1995), is most likely a result of the administration’s fear that the armed forces would not be willing to enforce it.  

The violence on February 12 and 13 forced the Sánchez de Lozada government to grant considerable concessions to the armed forces, and to adopt a public discourse supporting the armed forces to maintain the institution’s support of the government.

Before his reelection, Sánchez de Lozada frequently expressed his distrust for the military.  In June 2000, he stated that in government “you don’t change the military; the military changes you!”
  In February he found himself dependent on an institution that he did not trust to provide security.  In April 2003 the Attorney General’s office announced that members of the armed forces would not be required to testify in the investigations of the February 12 and 13 killings, stated that they could not be forced to appear before civilian judicial authorities.

Human Rights:  Repeated patterns of violations

The direct, permanent participation of the armed forces in Chapare antidrug programs provoked increased human rights violence and protracted confrontations.  In early 1998, the new military presence set off several months of road blockades and confrontations, leaving 13 coca growers and three members of the security forces dead.  During the year of the Quiroga presidency (2001-2002), the high levels of violence and unrest spiraled. The Permanent Human Rights Assembly sustained that, during that time, there was an average of one death a week and one detainee and two wounded per day.
 Cycles of violence and violations continued in the first year of the second Sánchez de Lozada term, in spite of prolonged negotiations.  The great majority of these violations occurred in the Chapare and Sacaba regions. International organizations, including Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, WOLA and the Andean Information Network, have consistently denounced human rights violations in the Chapare since the mid-1990s. A 1995 Human Rights Watch investigation found that arbitrary detentions, beatings of Chapare residents and the use of excessive physical violence by antidrug police were common.
 

 Although abuses during interdiction operations and eradication have lessened, the participation of the military in antidrug efforts in the Chapare has exacerbated the human rights crisis in periods of cyclical conflict. Pressure to meet eradication goals continue to take precedence over human rights. The contradiction between U.S. pressure to meet counternarcotics goals and the embassy’s formal discourse of respect for human rights while failing to comply with its own human rights requirements provokes outrage in the Bolivian human rights community.  In March 2001, Waldo Albarracin, president of the Permanent Human Rights Assembly, told the press, “They [the United States] talk about human rights and pressure the Bolivian state to carry out forced eradication, which is a synonym for violence, death, murdered campesinos, and tortured military and police. They put up the funds and we offer up the dead.”

One of the most egregious killings occurred on December 6, 2001, when a small group of coca producers in Chimoré began to stack fruit on the side of the Cochabamba-Santa Cruz highway to peacefully protest the lack of markets for alternative development products. Members of the ETF warned coca producers that they would disperse the crowd in five minutes. As the people fled, forces tear-gassed the crowd. Soldiers followed some of the coca growers into the union federation office near the highway. According to eyewitness testimony and video footage, ETF officers detained Casimiro Huanca, the Chimoré Federation leader. One ETF member shot Huanca two times inside the compound. The military court determined that the security forces acted in self defense. The parallel civilian investigation has not progressed.  Cycles of human rights violations, and the impunity that accompanies them, have generated violent reactions by some coca growers.

Attacks on security forces

Since the implementation of Plan Dignidad, some coca growers have adopted increasingly violent stances. Starting in the mid-1990s, cocalero unions formed self-defense committees against forced eradication in their communities. These small groups generally armed with sticks and machetes, primarily functioned as a deterrent. Beginning in 1998, some cocaleros retaliated against members of the security forces, killing a number of them over several years. During several months of confrontation in 1998, three members of the security forces were killed. In October 2000, during the month-long roadblocks in the Chapare, five security officers and one of their wives disappeared. Several coca growers and their leaders were arrested in connection with the deaths, and judicial proceedings continue. Intense press coverage of the incidents generated indignation on the part of the Bolivian public against the coca growers.

In 1998, JTF commanders and other government officials began to report the discovery of booby traps bombs placed in areas slated for eradication. In multiple incidents, members of the security forces and civilians sustained injuries as a result of explosions. Authorities also informed of an increase in random gunfire aimed at eradication camps, and there are several cases of gunshot wounds caused by snipers. During the last third of 2001, several soldiers sustained gunshot wounds from snipers.  During this time, the JTF commander and the prefect of Cochabamba denounced that cocaleros had fired rifles and set off dynamite around three eradication camps; coca growers also shot at a DIRECO (eradication control agency) pick-up truck.  In 2003 three military conscripts were shot and killed and 12 others suffered bullets wounds. Reports of the use of booby trap bombs continued.  
Lack of Effective Prosecution of Human Rights Violations

In 2002, The Permanent Human Rights Assembly has documented the deaths of fifty-seven cocaleros at the hands of the security forces since 1987.
 Only four of these cases made it into court and only one of them was ever concluded with a suspended sentence that even the U.S. Embassy referred to as a “slap on the hand.”
 No legal investigations have been completed of gross human rights violations committed during roadblocks between 2000 and 2003.

In spite of eyewitness testimony and available documentation, the Chapare district attorney’s offices, in charge of carrying out preliminary investigations with the help of the judicial police, have not completed any investigations, and ongoing ones have not moved forward. Although technically this office should be autonomous, it is subject to constant political pressure and the control of the powerful Ministry of Government. Bolivian government officials have reacted strongly to efforts to investigate human rights cases. The United Nations Committee Against Torture, Amnesty International and the United Nations Human Rights Committee have all highlighted the ramifications of the lack of investigations of human rights violations and of systematic impunity:

The impunity accorded to human rights violations and, in particular, the use of torture, which appears to be widespread, results from the lack of any investigation of complaints and the slow pace and inadequacy of such investigations. This demonstrates the lack of any effective action by the authorities to eradicate these practices and, in particular, the gross dereliction of duty on the part of the public prosecutor’s office and the courts. The lack of investigations is further compounded by the failure to remove from office the responsible police officers, further reaffirming their impunity and encouraging them to continue or to resume these practices.

Military trials in human rights cases violate Bolivian and international law

The lack of investigations and follow-through in the civilian court system is not the only source of impunity.  Since March 2001, the Bolivian government has begun to refer particularly egregious cases of human rights violations to its military tribunal, despite stipulations in the Bolivian constitution and in international law that civilian courts should try these cases. There are no laws that provide for transparency in military court proceedings, and hence human rights workers and affected family members have no access to such proceedings. The Catholic Church, the Permanent Human Rights Assembly and the Human Rights Ombudsman’s office have repeatedly insisted that legal investigations be carried out within the civilian court system. However, military personnel have refused to cooperate in investigations carried out by the attorney general’s representatives in the region, asserting that they are answerable to internal military investigations only.  None of the cases that have gone to military tribunals has resulted in a conviction.

Military tribunals are inappropriate in the context of both Bolivian law and the international laws to which Bolivia is a signatory.
 Amnesty International highlighted the impropriety of military jurisdiction in a letter addressed to the Minister of Government in October 2001:

Amnesty International considers that the practice of military jurisdiction in cases of human rights violations by members of the security forces generates a situation of impunity and denies the victims of human rights violations and their relatives the right to an effective legal solution. The United Nations Human Rights Committee and the Organization of American States’ Interamerican Human Rights Commission have repeatedly stated that trial by military tribunals of members of the armed forces accused of human rights violations is incompatible with the obligations that bind States in terms of international law.

Nor does Bolivian law authorize military jurisdiction in human rights cases. Article 12 of the Bolivian Constitution states: “All types of torture, coercion, demands or any form of physical or psychological violence are prohibited under penalty of immediate dismissal and without prejudice to any punishment to which those who inflicted, ordered, incited or allowed them to occur may be liable.” Article 34 of the Bolivian Constitution establishes that, “those who violate constitutional rights and guarantees are subject to prosecution by the civilian court system.” Furthermore, Article 48 of the new criminal procedures code states, “If there is doubt about the appropriate jurisdiction, as a result of concurrence or connection between special and civilian jurisdictions, the crimes should be addressed by the civilian jurisdiction. Civilians can never be submitted to military jurisdiction….”

Although the some military commanders state that military jurisdiction in human rights cases and over civilians is essential to protect the institution, a 1998 study revealed that the great majority of the members of the armed forces do not have faith in the military tribunal’s decisions and operations. For example, 88 percent of members surveyed felt that the military tribunal was not at all or not very impartial, 95 percent stated that the tribunal was not all modern or not sufficiently modern, and 86 percent believed that the military justice authorities were not sufficiently competent or were completely incompetent.
  This vote of no confidence from members of the armed forces themselves further calls into question the legitimacy of this system.  Even members of the armed forces cite the tribunal as a justification for impunity.

Military justice tribunals are basically a tool to cover-up, to drag out legal processes against officers that have committed human rights violations. Many trials have absolved those that really had a great deal of responsibility for them… Almost none of them received sanctions; and if they did they were internal disciplinary measures…. As a result, the trials are just a simulation, just to give the appearance of the administration of justice in the armed forces.

In spite of such international and Bolivian stipulations that such cases should be tried in civilian courts, the Bolivian legal system transferred the only cases in which military commanders faced criminal prosecution to the military tribunal. In 1999, the judge in Villa Tunari initiated legal proceedings against the JTF commander and sub-commander for negligent homicide in the deaths of three coca-growers.
 The judge received pressure and threats from high-ranking government officials and UMOPAR officers in an effort to get him to drop the case. In June 2001, the Cochabamba District Court transferred the first two cases to the military courts, while the third case continued to languish in the civilian courts. The cases were later dropped for lack of evidence. The court’s investigator had not interviewed witnesses or conducted an investigation.

Since that time, the military tribunal has acquitted Expeditionary Task Force member Juan Eladio Bora in the shooting of Casimiro Huanca.  In a textbook example of impunity, within two weeks, the Bolivian military tribunal concluded that ETF member Bora shot Huanca in self-defense,
 even though video footage of the incident clearly demonstrated the peaceful nature of the protest. Military judicial investigators questioned military personnel involved in the incident only, and did not obtain statements from cocaleros and other eyewitnesses.

Although an outstanding arrest warrant was emitted in June 2002, for ETF Commander Aurelio Burgos, for the death of a coca grower in January 2002, his lawyers continued to argue that he has already been tried in a military court, and that continued prosecution in civilian courts would result in double jeopardy, rendering the procedure illegal.   Although the district attorney in charge of the investigation recommended that the judge issue the order, he later requested that it be withdrawn, citing pressure from the Attorney General’s office.
   
The U.S. State Department recognizes problems with military tribunals in the 2001 and 2002 Human Rights Practices Country Report on Bolivia, concluding: “The military justice system generally is susceptible to senior-level influence and corruption and avoids making rulings that would cause embarrassment to the military.”
 In spite of this observation, the State Department asserted that the decision to move cases to the military tribunal is in accordance with Bolivian law. 

Human rights, the U.S. government and the Leahy amendment

The Leahy amendment provides the U.S. government with means to ensure that U.S. funds do not go to security forces that commit gross human rights violations. It requires that these abuses be investigated and the responsible parties face prosecution, stating:

None of the funds made available by this Act may be provided to any unit of the security forces of a foreign country if the Secretary of State has credible evidence that such unit has committed gross violations of human rights, unless the Secretary determines and reports to the Committees on Appropriations that the government of such country is taking effective measures to bring the responsible members of the security forces unit to justice. 

The amendment’s application would greatly facilitate the fight against endemic impunity for violations committed by Bolivian security forces. During the 2001-2002 conflict, governmental and nongovernmental human rights organizations gathered considerable documentation of abuses, including photographs, eyewitness testimony and Bolivian government medical certificates. Television cameras captured the events surrounding Ramón Perez’s death and the events leading up to Casimiro Huanca’s shooting. In these two cases, the member of the security forces responsible for the shooting has been clearly identified but not brought to justice. However, the United States government has yet to withhold funds in compliance with the law, nor have they pressured for the removal of those accused of violations from U.S.-funded units. 

The substitution of military tribunals and internal disciplinary measures for the civilian legal system’s jurisdiction over human rights violations satisfies neither the Leahy amendment nor international law. Seven members of the U.S. House of Representatives made the same point to the then-U.S. ambassador to Bolivia, Manuel Rocha, on November 15, 2001: “As you are aware, neither internal disciplinary measures by the security forces, nor economic compensation for the victims’ families, will satisfy U.S. law. It is also our assessment that military jurisdiction in such cases is not satisfactory…”
  In spite of these admonitions, and the stipulations of the new criminal procedures code, developed and promoted by the U.S. government, embassy officials continue to assert that trials in military courts satisfy the terms of the amendment.

The amendment could prove to be a powerful tool to identify and prosecute human rights offenders in Bolivia and ensure that U.S. funding does not contribute to human rights abuses. Unfortunately, U.S. embassy officials commonly adopt the Bolivian authorities’ version of events without further investigation. Although embassy officers state that they consult a variety of sources when looking into human rights cases, they routinely cite the Bolivian government and security forces as their principal source.  Human Rights Watch highlighted the same problem in 1995: “U.S. officials dismiss or downplay abuses by U.S.-supported counternarcotics forces” and “make excuses for or attempt to justify human rights violations.”

Conclusions 
The creation of a permanent role for the Bolivian military in U.S.-funded antinarcotics programs has provoked intense conflict, without stemming the flow of cocaine to the United States and Europe.  The extended violence in the nation put in question Sánchez de Lozada’s ability to govern and the longevity of his administration. As UDAPDE predicted in 1999, Plan Dignidad’s rigorous application of eradication and interdiction goals led to, “a rupture of the shaky equilibrium between the government and some coca growers’ unions, provoking a spiral of social conflict capable of jeopardizing the…governability of the nation.

Though the State Department’s annual International Narcotics Control Strategy Report (INCSR) offered measured praise for Bolivia in some areas, it criticized the Quiroga government for not keeping up the pace of forced eradication.  Furthermore, the report suggested that the Quiroga government’s “sensitivity” to social unrest had impeded compliance with drug war goals.
 

The INCSR’s censure of the Quiroga government’s antidrug efforts has provided an invaluable lesson to Bolivian policymakers.  Efforts to comply with U.S. counternarcotics goals led to increased pressure and demands, without Bolivia receiving the expected compensation in trade concessions and economic benefits.  The United States continues to push for sustained militarized eradication with heightened expectations. The continued participation of the armed forces provoked the discontent of the general population and within military ranks, as well and growing friction with the Bolivian police forces. Many analysts believe that U.S. commitment to funding a continued military presence in the Chapare is both costly and damaging to Bolivia’s fragile democracy. The ongoing use of military action for antidrug efforts, a law enforcement function, is counterproductive to the nation’s efforts to establish a credible civilian system of governance. Bolivia has maintained steady democratic elections only since 1982, and has been known for frequent military coups and changes in government. Between July 1978 and July 1980 two elections took place, five presidents ruled without winning an election and there were three successful coup attempts.
 The election of ex-military dictator Hugo Banzer in 1997 increased concerns that the military may slip out of its relatively new subordinate role to civilian power.  
In spite of the high social costs of the militarized forced eradication program, the price, purity, and availability of cocaine entering the U.S. has remained steady. In addition, increased coca production in Peru and Colombia has more than replaced quantities eradicated in Bolivia.
  Any government will face strong U.S. pressure to continue the “Bolivian success story.” Yet, success is measured in terms of coca eradicated and not by the well-being of the Bolivian people. Repeated cycles of protest, repression and temporary conciliation will continue indefinitely until lasting, concrete and peaceful solutions can be reached.

*Kathryn Ledebur is the Director of the Andean Information Network in Cochabamba, Bolivia and consultant for the Washington Office on Latin America.
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