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Andean Report by Andrea Olivieri 

The fight to retake Medellin 

Military and police forces are deadly serious about recapturing 
Colombia's "drug capital" from the narcos. 

T he Colombian National Police is 
engaged in an unprecedented restruc­
turing and redeployment of its forces, 
in an effort to rescue the city of Med­
ellin from the grip of drug cartel 
narco-terrorism. From January to 
mid-June of this year, more than 
3,000 people, including 136 police­
men, fell victim to the Medellfn Car­
tel's battle to retain the region as its 
base of operations. 

In an effort to wipe out corruption, 
commanding officers in the Medellfn 
police hierarchy have been transferred 
to other parts of the country or retired, 
along with 120 detectives in the intel­
ligence division. In their place, 330 
new secret agents have been brought 
in. Fifteen hundred new police offi­
cers from around the country have 
been transferred to Medellfn. 

There has been a concerted effort 
to increase recruitment to the elite 
corps of the National Police, who are 
specially trained in counter-terrorist 
operations. Sophisticated computer 
equipment for voice tracing has been 
installed, along with a novel tracking 
system intended to monitor the move­
ments of all 4,200 agents of the Med­
ellfn metropolitan police. Both na­
tional and local police agents have 
been the special targets of the cartel, 
which has offered a $4,000 per head 
bounty. 

At the same time, Medellfn and 
the surrounding Aburra Valley have 
been placed under martial law, with 
the headquarters of the First Army 
Brigade-formerly based on the Ca­
ribbean coast-being moved to Med­
ellfn to augment the troops of the 
Fourth Army Brigade. 
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The Army has opened up a new 
front in its war on drugs, by making a 
special effort to win over the terror­
ized population, to serve as its eyes 
and ears and as a base of support for 
its operations. Its Engineers' Battal­
ion has deployed into the poorest areas 
of the city to build public kitchens and 
laundries, while its medical corps is 
engaged in vaccination and health 
screening programs. On the agenda 
are more civic-military projects. 

The first dividend of these efforts 
was the June 13 death of Medellfn 
Cartel lieutenant John Jairo Tascon 
Arias in a Medellin fire-fight with the 
Elite Police Corps. As the cartel's 
number five man, Tascon coordi­
nated assassination squads and car­
bombings. 

Tascon's death, reportedly the re­
sult of tips from Medellfn citizens, 
met with immediate cartel retaliation 
in the form of a ISO-pound car-bomb 
outside the headquarters of the Elite 
Corps, in a busy shopping area of 
Medellfn. At least 3 people were 
killed and 42 wounded in the blast, 
which also destroyed 3 buildings, 
badly damaged 25 stores, and 
wrecked 33 cars. On June 26, a 250-
pound car-bomb was deactivated out­
side the Bolivarian University in west 
Medellfn. Three days later, another 
car-bombing in front of a Medellin 
police station killed 11 and wounded 
30, leaving a crater 5 feet deep and 
11 feet wide. On July 4, a car-bomb 
targeting a military convoy was deac­
tivated on the Medellfn-Bogota high­
way. It contained nearly 900 kilos of 
dynamite. 

While this war goes on, a different 

kind of war is being fought out among 
Colombia IS political elites. The newly 
elected m�yor of Medellfn, Omar Flo­
res Velez,lis blaming poverty, unem­
ployment,· and indifferentism-rather 
than the c�el-for the violence in his 
city. Flo�, like his predecessor Juan 
G6mez Martinez, is an advocate of 
holding "peace dialogues " with the 
drug traffickers, aimed at granting 
them a g�vemment-sanctioned am-
nesty. I 

Flores i s sociological pitch for 
compassiln for the cartel butchers 
was answ red on July 4 by former In­
terior Mi ister Carlos Lemos Sim­
monds in �e daily El Tiempo. Lemos 
was force� to resign his post earlier 
this year, �er causing a scandal with 
his chargqs that "certain sectors " of 
the government of President Virgilio 
Barco ha� effectively abandoned the 
war again$t the cartels. Lemos indict­
ed Flores �d others who say, "Those 
who assa$sinate in cold blood, set 
bombs, kif;lnap or extort ... are not 
responsib& for anything. Blind instru­
ments of historic fate, of class con­
flict, and qf the aberrations of capital­
ism, shm.ld not be punished but 
understo�. It is society which should 
be severe� punished, and even con­
demned tq death. " 

This lijle of thinking, said Lemos, 
stems fro� the infection of "positiv­
ism and �arxism, [which] did away 
with the principle of individual re­
sponsibili�. No one is held guilty for 
his action�. The hand of the assassin or 
the guerri1l1a who murders his hostage 
... is g�·ded by circumstances, the 
environm nt, one's surroundings, the 
law of s ial causality, one's fellow 
man. . . . iThe worst criminal is in re­
ality a mi�fit, a martyr, a potential in­
nocent. Op.e must not judge him, but 
pardon h�m." In effect, concluded 
Lemos, �s line of argument is but a 
"cowardl� pretext for leaving things 
just as thef are." 
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