REPORT ON THE DRUG WAR

In the Grip of the Anaconda

f Plan Colombia is an anaconda trying to wrap.its coils

around Latin- America, Ecuador is already: in its grip:
The United States-has turned Manta Air Force Base on
the Pacific Coast into'a key link in its region-wide:air sur-
veillance system. Northeast Ecuador’s -border-regions are
in danger of becoming new zones of conflict:as Colom-
bian drug traffickers, guerrillas, military and paramilitary
forces filter into border towns,

warship to the boat's presence, a violation:of terms:that
Manta should anly be used to combat narcotrafficking.
Lucas notes that the United States had:urged the inter-
vention of Ecuadorian and Peruvian troops:in Colombia’s
internal conflict, had transferred U:S. Speciai Forces to
Peruvian and Ecuadorian locations along: the Colombian
border, and, in"July: 1999, mobilized 24-U.S. planes sta-

tioned in the Ecuadorian Amazon

and civilian refugees scatter.
Many Ecuadorians are protesting
their nation’s role in Plan Colom-
bia. It puts the squeeze, they
believe, on Ecuador’s peace and
sovereignty and .could have seri-
ous environmental- effects, even
as it furthers neoliberal economic
goals and U.S. security interests

If Colombia becomes “the
next Vietnam,” Ecuadorians
fear, Ecuador could become

“the next Cambodia.”

to rescue a U.S. RC-7B- military
aircraft that had crashed in
Colombia. The refusal of a White
House functionary to reveal
whether or not the plane was
part of .a covert operation con-
firmed -Lucas’ suspicions that
Manta could well-involve Ecuador
further in the Colombian coun-

that go well beyond fighting
drugs.

Ecuador’s involvement in the U.S. drug war grew out
of a series of international agreements that culminated
in a 1999 accord for what the U.S. military refers to-as a
Forward Operating Location (FOL) at the Manta base.!
When Howard Air Force Base in Panama-closed that
same year, the U.S. Southern Command began: opening
FOLs at existing Latin American and Caribbean airfields.
These were designed to-take-over the rreconnaissance
and surveillance-operations formerly centered at
Howard.

A report by the Ecuadorian Ministries of Foreign Rela-
tions and Defense made the case for the FOL. presence
at Manta in U.S. terms: With Howard closed, the United
States needs Manta. Ecuador increasingly depends on
exports to the U. S. and should not jeopardize this rela-
tionship. The country has shifted from being-.a mere
transit route for illicit drugs to being a producer—an
alarmist assertion, but:one that echoes U.S. State
Department reports. Without the accord, developed
countries may suspect that Ecuador does not-have its
heart in the struggle against drugs. Ecuador was select-
ed, the ministers boast, for its strategic location and for
the security it offers, since Ecuador has no "serious
problems of violence and terrorism.”

In his 2000 book, Plan Colombia: La paz armada (the
Armed Peace), Uruguayan journalist Kintto Lucas sug-
gests other motives behind Manta’s creation: As evi=
dence that the U.S. surveillance operations based there
are not just-aimed at drug traffickers, Lucas cites the
June 2000 case in which the United States warship.Hali
Burton detained: a fishing boat carrying 190 undocu-~
mented immigrants bound for the United States from
Ecuador’s southern provinces of Caiiar and Loja. An
intelligence flight originating in Manta had alerted the
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terinsurgency.3

Qil-and. economic. ties contribute to U:S. concerns
about regional insurgencies and social disorder. A" 1999
report by the Ecuadorian Joint Military Command- rec-
ommended special measures to protect U.S. oil facilities
against paramilitary members and left wing guerrillas
infiltrating from Colombia.4 The kidnapping and murder
of ‘¢il technician Ron $ander on:January: 31 in Lago
Agrio, a frontier town just across-the border from
Colombia‘s .conflict-ridden . Putumayo region, reinforced
oil companies’-fears of social breakdown in the area.”
Lago Agrio has become infiltrated by criminal gangs,
some connected to drug traffickers, and has: recently
become a favored: retreat for Revolutionary Armed
Forces of Colombia (FARC), United Self-Defense Units of
Colombia (AUC) and U.S. Special Forces members.®

The proximity of the Colombian conflict zone'is affect-
ing the lives of-all Ecuadorians in the border region, but
the indigenous rainforest-dwelling Cofan are:especially
hard hit. Some 1,400 Cofan survive, mostly in Ecuador,
but some: live:in’ Colombia. In -Ecuador, most of the
Cofan habitat had already fallen to oil exploration. and
colonization. Tourism was the Ecuadorian Cofans’ only
source of cash income; but news of the regional conflict
has caused tourists to. stop coming. The decline of
tourism, along with a recent collapse in the price of cof-
fee grown in rainforest clearings, ma)l help make the
region ripe for drug interests to invade.

According 'to. Randy Borman, Director of the Founda-
tion for the Survival-of the: Cofan, some 45 Cofan fami-
lies left: Colombia for. Ecuador for a variety of motives——
including threats by AUC paramilitaries==in early
February of this year. They joined relatives and hundreds
of Kichwa and Shuar on the Ecuadorian side who were
also threatened by AUC.in the towns of.La' Bermeja;
Curiyacu, Shiguango, Tarupa and Malvinas in the Ama-
zonian border province of Sucumbios. Some Cofan took
up encampments along rivers and some gathered in
Cascales and-Jambelf with other refugees. Others fled-to
remote reserves or parts unknown.8
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The $80 million in Plan:Colombia
allocated for Ecuador includes-hoth+
ing for refugees.? Furthermore, the

- $1.23 million:in U.S; aid for Ecuador’s

indigenous peoples is habitually

!scarfed up,” according to Borman,
by aid professionals like Subir/Care.10
- Paradoxically, Borman sees conditions

for the Cofan worsening with the
withdrawal of FARC ‘guerillas from

- Ecuador to safe havens: in: Colombia,
dince the FARC had not interféred
with the Cofan and because blood-

. thirsty AUC paramilitaries may fill the

vacuum. 1

. Mt Colombia becomes: "the next
. Vietham,” Ecuadorians; fear,: Ecuador
could be "the next Cambodia”-=Viet-
nam’s neighbor pulled into the con-

flict that eventually enveloped most of

- Southeast Asia. One striking parallel

with Southeast Asia is the possibility
of widespread rainforest destruction,

L In Southeast Asia, LS. forces cleared

the jungle with chemical defoliants
like Agent Otange; in the Andean

region, U.S-funded coca eradication
programs make intensive .use of a

variety of powerful herbicides: Last
October, Ecuadorian farmers from

-General Farfan and Puerto el Carmen,

villages along the banks of the San
Miguel River in: Sucumbios, reported
damaged :craps, sore eyes, and. headaches: during an
herbicide application in nearby Colombia:'2 There is lit-
tle coca being grown in: Ecuador now, but that could

“change quickly if eradication in ‘Colombia: causes

cocaine producers to seek out new suppliers..The

advent of large-scale Ecuadoriancaca. farming would

surely be followed by U.S. pressure:to carry out a large-
scale aerial eradication program.

- In the meantime, Ecuadorian opposition to Plan

,‘ . Colombia grows. In July 2000 an-alliance ‘of ‘activists,
~Inspired by Puerto. Rican resistance to the bombing of
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Vieques, breached the security gates at Manta, expos-

~ing the base’s vulnerability.'3 When indigenous organi-

zations and their allies in' the Social Movement Coordi-

. nating Committee shut down Ecdador in g nation-wide
' campaign of civil disobedience in February of this year,

they included among their economic and political

- demands a call-for Ecuador to withdraw from Plan
. Coloembia, The Coordinating Committee sees Plan
. Colombia as part of the same process as the dollariza-

tion of the currency and the privatization of transporta-
tion in the neoliberal agenda to limit Ecuadorian sover-

- eignty.'4 Among the concessions the government
Ainally made to the protesters was an agreement “not

By PHILIP BANNOWSKY

A family from the Cofan indigenous community in Comuna Zabalo, Ecuador.

1o permit the regionalization of Plan Colombia; rior
involve the country in: a foreign conflict,” 'a point to be
included.in later discussions of indemnification by :the
United States and Colombia for damages to Ecuadorian
society, economy and environment. 3

In-February. of {ast.year a hitherto: unknown group
calling itself the People’s Liberation :Army took responsi-
bility for several letter :bombs mailed to: supporters; of
neoliberal programs and the Manta accord. These were,
however, widely held to be the work of the far right, as
were bombs exploded in front: of banks during: Febru:
ary's nationwide protests. The: bombings were dubbed
“fantasmas- de violencia” (phantoms of violence) and
were believed to be provocations aimed at discrediting
the protest campaign’s commitment to 'nonviolence and
justifying further militarization and repression. 16

The government has not honored many. of its Febru-
ary concessions, and it has not followed up on-its
agreements regarding Plan Colombia. Though ‘policy
makers in Washington and Quito seemto.be paying lit-
tle attention to opposition to the plan; resistance:to the
U.S. stranglehold is becoming a powerful force across
Ecuador. If it continues with its unthinking gluttony, .the
anaconda could:be in for a surprise. M
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