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This article will necessarily be divided into two parts, the first one 

aims to explain how and why drug trafficking activities were combined 

with those of terrorism in South America. 

The second part will test the hypothesis that terrorist groups move 

capital, arms, and personnel through the same channels used by drug 

trafficking between South America, Europe, and Africa. 

 

Narcoterrorism, what is it? 

In the 1990s, under the flourishing narcotics trade in Latin America, 

particularly in Colombia and Peru, terrorism was combined with a growing 

criminal mode: drug trafficking. 

While terrorism is inherently political, money is universally desired 

to accomplish these ends, it is a valuable resource for financing 

operational plans for political ideologies anywhere in the world. 

Globalization allowed the creation of international links strong enough 

to be able to move capital and goods through the channels created by the 

drug trafficking cartels of South America throughout the globe. 

 

"The use of violence as a means of coercion, a product of the strategic 

cooperation relationship between drug cartels and terrorist, guerrilla, 

or insurgent groups, is called narco-terrorism." 

 

What is the objective of that cooperation? 

 

Although both entities pursue different objectives, it should be noted 

that both parties operate underground (drug traffickers and terrorists), 

as they need communication channels, logistics, means to mobilize 

personnel, weapons, products, and services derived from these illicit 

activities, as well as the need for security. 

• Terrorist groups benefit by obtaining operational means and large 

amounts of financing to carry out their plans and objectives. 

 

• The drug trafficking cartels obtain the ability to generate armed 

and tactical responses to the governments that try to eliminate 

them, using knowledge in the guerrilla and terrorist fields that 

they obtain through the presence and training of elements of said 

groups. 
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Cocaine Facts. 

 

• The production of this drug is concentrated in the block: Colombia 

(70%), Peru (20%) and Bolivia (10%), 17 million of the estimated 

271 million drug users worldwide use cocaine. 

 

• The highest volume of traffic makes its final destination in North 

America, Western and Central Europe. 

 

 

Why was drug trafficking combined with terrorism in South America? 

 

UNDERSTANDING THE ENVIRONMENT 

COLOMBIA - THE FARC-EP, ELN, and the two decisive factors: 

Two important factors: 

1. Of the new generation of drug traffickers. 

Currently, we can mention a new generation of Colombian drug 

traffickers called "Los invisibles". 

 

"The Invisibles" base their modus operandi not on hiring a private 

army for their security as in the days of Pablo Escobar, but rather 

they support their security in anonymity.  

They dress and act like normal middle-class people, they don't 

openly display wealth or luxury, hence the name. 
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After the failed "Plan Colombia" due to the exuberant growth of 

cocaine production that reached its record level, in addition to the 

fight against narcotics combined with US forces inside and outside 

its borders, and mistakenly believing that the Mexican market was 

being drowned due to the lack of Colombian cocaine, those drug 

traffickers sought different, more profitable, safer, and less 

vigilant markets. 

As drug trafficking groups became better adapted to international 

security measures (especially North American) and captured greater 

income from European or Asian markets, the highest levels of cocaine 

production increased, reaching 70% of world production only from 

Colombia. 

 

Why migrate to European or Asian markets? 

The US market ceased to be so profitable for drug trafficking, the 

high probability of being detained, of confiscation of goods, and the 

greater need to circumvent more advanced controls make this market 

less attractive, where the prices of a kilogram of cocaine can range 

from $ 20,000 to $ 25,000, while the same kilogram in Europe costs $ 

35,000, in China $ 50,000 or Australia $ 100,000, and there are less 

risks. 

2. From the FARC-EP and the ELN. 
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First, it is important to talk about FARC-EP’s political status at an 

international level, 33 countries (including the United States in 

October 1997, during Bill Clinton’s administration) consider this 

group as a terrorist one. 

It is also important to note that other countries such as Ecuador, 

Brazil, Argentina, Chile, and Venezuela do not consider this group as 

“terrorist” as their political status (it should be noted that almost 

all of said countries have strong ties to production, distribution, 

and commercialization of cocaine worldwide). 

The peace agreement between the Colombian government and the guerrilla 

groups did not show good results, the slow demobilization process 

pressed the ex-members of these groups to rejoin the illegal markets 

at the service of the highest bidder, which consequently led to the 

emergence of a new criminal network made of ex-FARC, FARCRIM, and the 

so-called "Hidden FARC" which are guerrillas that are not in the peace 

process and went on to enter the cocaine business on their own. 

The demobilization of the FARC-EP and other guerrilla groups partially 

resulted in combining two things in a single amalgam: 

 

• On one hand, terrorists taught drug traffickers technical 

aspects of guerrilla and urban fight, or joined their shock 

groups and security ranks. 

 

• On the side of the drug traffickers, they showed the terrorists 

the routes and means to mobilize their people or product and 

gave them the necessary financing for operations. 

 

The ELN (National Liberation Army) became the largest guerilla in 

Colombia after the FARC-EP was disarmed (partially), using the Chocó 

area (one of the thirty-two departments that make up Colombia) as one 

of the main routes of exit for cocaine to the pacific, therefore, to 

international markets. Meanwhile, Venezuela offers refuge to the 

guerrillas who enter its border territories thanks to the corrupt 

Venezuelan government, that is to say, that Colombia exports cocaine 

through several areas of its border. 
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PERU and Sendero Luminoso (BRIGHT PATH) 

Peru produces cocaine hydrochloride from indigenous crops, it is the 

second country to produce the largest amount of this drug, which is 

estimated to represent 20% of world production. According to an 

intelligence thesis carried out in Spain, Peruvian drug trafficking is 

placed as a financing entity for state corruption all through the three 

branches of government today. 

To understand how drug trafficking was combined with terrorism in Peru, 

it is necessary to comprehend what happened to “Sendero Luminoso”, which 

in 2007 was included in the list of the United States Department of State 

as a terrorist group. 

The capturing of Abimael Guzmán (1992) who was its former commander and 

Florindo Eleuterio Flores (“Comandante Artemio”, captured in 2012) 

forced this terrorist group to withdraw along the "Valle de los Ríos 

Apurímac", "Ene y Montaro" (Zona VRAEM for its initials), since 1999 

they have operated under the command of the Quispe Palomino brothers who 

changed the name to the "Communist Militarized Party of Peru" (PCMP); 

currently it is believed that it has no more than 200 to 300 guerrillas. 

In the VRAEM area they survived thanks to the alliance with drug 

traffickers, since this area is known for years as the most important 

coca leaf production region in Peru. 
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Although those who handle drug trafficking in Peru are family clans, it 

is to highlight that under poverty conditions and a poor management of 

the 90s terrorist groups demobilizations, they still attained a unique 

result: 

• As in Colombia, Peruvian terrorist groups, being almost decimated 

to their minimum expression, had no other choice than to combine 

with the drug traffickers to survive, producing the same amalgam 

of exchange of information and resources between the family clans, 

which now have elements of guerrilla groups from the past as a 

security service. 

 

• According to a 400-page document captured and analyzed by the 

Directorate for the Fight against Terrorism of the National Police 

of Peru (DIRCOTE), the terrorist group “Sendero Luminoso” aims to 

expand its drug trafficking operations, and to capitalize in order 

to implement violent attacks once again, to recover the areas in 

which they had a significant presence within the country in the 

past; thus, to obtain the necessary strength to be able to openly 

combat the security services of the Peruvian government with a 

compliance date in 2021. 
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BOLIVIA, THE EGTK and THE ELN-B 

 

Speaking of terrorism in Bolivia is to talk about three acronyms: 

1. Túpac Katari Guerrilla Army (EGTK, created in 1984). 

2. Zarate Willka Liberation Armed Forces (FAL-ZW, created in 1985). 

3. Néstor Paz Zamora Commission (CNPZ, made public in October 1990). 

 

The first two acronyms were fighting groups for the indigenous claim, 

and the EGTK was the terrorist group that after being disarticulated had 

an ex-member as Vice President of Bolivia, Álvaro Garcia Linera for the 

Movement to Socialism - MAS. 

In 2003, in a preventive operation called "Early Warning", José Francisco 

Cortes Aguilar, whose actual name was Luis Gerardo Cortes Beltrán, 

Colombian and a member of the José David Suárez front of the Colombian 

National Liberation Army (ELN), was arrested by the Bolivian police. On 

April 10, 2003, the Bolivian state security services captured: 

• Luis Gerardo Cortes Beltrán (Member of the ELN) 

• Carmelo Peñaranda (from the Bolivian Chapare) 

• Claudio Ramírez Cuevas (former Mayor of La Asunta) 

• Betty Nina Díaz and Nelly Ramírez Nina. 

Who were accused of forming an alleged terrorist group in Bolivian 

territory, the local authorities stated that this foreign element was 

allegedly brought by coca growers from the “el chapare” area (the region 

where cocaine is currently produced) and leaders of the Movement for 

Socialism (MAS). 

The purpose was to provide financial support for the ideological and 

military training of a hundred peasants from these conflict zones and 

to create the so-called “Bolivian National Liberation Army (ELN-B), a 

sort of copy of the Colombian terrorist group. 

This ideology is later combined with state policy when the Movement to 

Socialism comes to power with its president Juan Evo Morales Ayma and 

its vice president Álvaro Garcia Linera. According to reports, they would 

be the ones to boost the amalgam of extremist ideology with funds from 

drug trafficking. 

It should be noted that Morales was elected in 1996 as head of the 

"Coordination Committee of the Coca Leaf Growers Federations of the 

Chapare", a position to which he never resigned; even when he became 

President of Bolivia, he continued to perform his role granted by this 

conflict zone, issuing several measures in favor of coca leaf 

cultivation, expanding Bolivian coca productive capacity, expelling the 

DEA from that country in 2008, building an international airport in the 
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"El chapare" area where the so-called "narco flights" were known to use 

it, construction of the urea and ammonia plant (urea is used to refine 

cocaine base paste) in the same department where this region in conflict 

is located. 

 

Closing 

In South America, the combination of drug trafficking with guerrilla 

groups from the mid to late 20th century, had a kind of mutual need to 

survive through reciprocal cooperation. 

The mismanagement of the demobilizations due to peace agreements in 

Colombia, as well as leaving loose elements without being persecuted or 

captured in Peru, resulted in forcing all these guerrillas (classified 

as terrorists) to join mainly the world of cocaine drug trafficking. 

In Bolivia’s case, the process was more political with an indigenous 

claim (EGTK - Former-Vice President Álvaro García Linera), with an 

element linked from the beginning to international drug trafficking 

(Former-President Evo Morales Ayma), being this combination the 

functional one for this country to become the commercialization focal 

point between borders. 

All the reasons presented in the preceding paragraphs resulted in the 

term: narcoterrorism. 

THE SECOND PART of this article tries to answer the hypothesis of whether 

international terrorism is giving another use to these South American 

narcoterrorism operative channels. 


