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THE FARC: A TERRORIST ORGANIZATION 
WITH NO STRATEGIC WAY OUT? 

The study of the FARC is plagued by the difficul-
ties faced by security analysts when they try to 
anticipate events and foresee the evolution of the 

strategic scenarios. Specialists devoted to the study of 
terrorism –and particularly the FARC– have been shown 
up many times by reality’s amazing capacity to exceed 
predictions, either as the result of underestimating the 
catastrophic nature of certain threats, or because of a fail-
ure to identify the vulnerabilities of an apparently invin-
cible adversary. 

The inability to predict the future was evident in the 
guerrillas’ “Black March,” which plunged the FARC 
into an unprecedented strategic crisis. The astonishment 
stemming from the death of Raúl Reyes, the first member 
of the organization’s Secretariat to be killed by Colom-
bian security forces, had barely begun to subside when, 
a week later, a second member of the guerrilla group’s 
leadership, Iván Ríos, died at the hands of his own head 
of security. 

The impossibility of anticipating this chain of events, 
followed by the death of the founder of the organization, 
Manuel Marulanda, demostrated the extent to which many 
analysts had erred in their assessment of the FARC’s re-
silience and almost invincible nature. The shock over the 
severity of the blows to the FARC made apparent that 
many of the views regarding the future evolution of the 
Colombian conflict had been based for a long time more 
on beliefs and perceptions than on empirical data and rig-
orous interpretation. 

Difficulties in evaluating the resilience of Colombian 
armed groups and the prospects for the evolution of the 
conflict become most important when trying to assess the 
possibilities of reaching some kind of negotiated settle-
ment with the FARC. It is essential to identify the ana-
lytical weakness that has most contributed to mistaken 
assessments of the strength of the guerrillas and of their 
potential to continue to exercise violence. 

It seems clear that one factor that has contributed to 
a biased image of the strategic scenario in Colombia has 
been the tendency of many scholars to systematically 
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ignore military factors and the way that these condition 
the actors’ strategic options and prospects for the future. 
It is difficult to justify such a tendency from a scientific 
point of view, when the objective is to analyze an armed 
conflict. 

This essay is divided into three main sections. The 
first section addresses some of the particularly relevant 
features of the FARC’s operations as a terrorist organiza-
tion. The second evaluates the impact of the Colombian 
government’s military campaign on those specific fea-
tures. The final section examines the possible future of 
the FARC in light of the group’s military attrition. 

The strategic profile of the FARC 
The FARC operates as an armed organization charac-

terized by five basic features. First, it is a highly decentral-
ized organization, a feature that is common in post-Cold 
War terrorist organizations. Each of the FARC’s opera-
tional units must independently generate its own human 
and financial resources. In other words, each front or bloc 
raises its own funds and establishes its logistical infra-
structure independent of the organization’s other units. 
Theoretically, at least, this means that any front or bloc 
commander has the resources to become independent of 
the group’s leadership and wage war on its own. 

Hence, decentralization in the gathering of resources 
generates structural, centrifugal forces that push the orga-
nization toward its dismantling. It is true that over the last 
40 years, the FARC secretariat has combined significant 
investment in communication systems with enormous po-
litical effort in order to counteract this tendency toward 
division and maintain the unity of command. However, 
in light of the pressure the organization is facing from 
the military, the question is whether it will be possible to 
continue to implement the strategies aimed at maintain-
ing the unity of different parts of the organization. 

A second key feature of the FARC is the predomi-
nantly campesino provenance of its militias. This chiefly 
campesino composition of the group’s rank and file has 
turned the FARC into a historical exception. In his classic 
book, Guerrilla and Revolution in Latin America, Timo-
thy Wickham-Crowley demonstrated with empirical data 
that most of the Latin American guerrilla groups during 
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the Cold War period were made up of urban middle-class 
individuals who moved to rural areas in search of a suit-
able strategic environment in which to carry out their 
revolutionary projects. 

However, Wickham-Crowley himself acknowledged 
that the FARC was the exception to this rule. This does 
not mean that the political and military contributions of 
combatants of urban origin were not decisive in the his-
tory of the group. To the contrary, their participation was 
an essential driving force in the modernization of the 
guerrillas during the 1980s. 

But beyond the key role played by the combatants 
from the cities, the chiefly campesino composition of 
the FARC has had two key strategic effects. On the one 
hand, the guerrilla group faced serious recruitment prob-
lems due to a decline in the rural population of Colombia. 
Some of this decline resulted from increased internal dis-
placement toward urban areas, at times as a consequence 
of the conflict but also due to economic pressures. On the 
other hand, the predominance of militias of rural origin 
has become a decisive obstacle in the FARC’s attempts 
to expand toward the cities. It is a well-known fact that 
one of the most strategically difficult transitions for an 
armed group is that from the country to the city. Thus, the 
potential for projecting itself from one space to the other 
depends, to a great extent, on the number of operatives 
whose urban origin allows the armed group to function in 
an urban environment. In the case of the FARC, the lack 
of urban militias has thwarted the group’s prospects for 
moving into the cities. Not even the intense efforts made 
by the organization to recruit new militias in urban areas 
have managed to overcome this problem.

A third strategic feature of the FARC is its high le-
vel of corruption and criminalization. Recent evidence 
makes it possible to say that a high percentage of the 
FARC’s “full-time” combatants are no longer dedicated 
to fighting government forces, as one would expect of a 
classic guerrilla organization; instead, they have turned 
to criminal activities such as kidnapping, extortion, and 
drug trafficking. The criminalization of the FARC is gen-
erating serious problems within the organization. 

To begin with, it seems increasingly clear that there has 
been a gradual change in the group’s organizational cul-

ture. Thus, certain FARC units seem to respond more to 
the imperatives of a drug trafficking organizational culture 
than to the behavioral patterns one would expect of a revo-
lutionary organization (if the guerrillas can still be labeled 
as such). In addition, this acute process of criminalization 
has led to the proliferation of disciplinary problems within 
the FARC. The documented cases of many commanders 
who have deserted, taking their front’s money with them 
in order to be able to enjoy a more comfortable retirement, 
are clear examples of this phenomenon. 

Another feature that stands out is the militaristic ten-
dency of the FARC and its inclination to give priority 
to any strategic option aimed at strengthening its mili-
tary capacity, independent of the potential political con-
sequences. The FARC sought to build a sophisticated 
military capacity in two ways. First, they sought to equip 
themselves with state-of-the-art weapons, either by mak-
ing large purchases on the black market or by developing 
an increased capability to manufacture their own weap-
ons. Second, they attempted to improve the training of 
some of their combatants by sending them to sympathetic 
countries abroad, or, more frequently, by hiring as advis-
ers former members of armed groups such as the Salva-
doran FMLN or the Irish Republican Army. 

The FARC’s militaristic tendencies are seen in the to-
tally indiscriminate use of force during attacks on towns, 
in which urban areas are demolished without reservation, 
and in terrorist attacks on civilian targets, such as the 
bombing of the El Nogal Club in Bogotá in 2003. The 
FARC’s systematic demonstration of its destructive ca-
pacity led many to overestimate its military potential, to 
the point that even suggesting the possibility of defeating 
them on the battlefield was considered anathema. 

Finally, the organization’s commitment to a high 
level of internationalization is also worth emphasizing. 
As the computers recovered during the attack on Raúl 
Reyes’s camp in Ecuador have shown, the FARC made 
a systematic effort to build a network of global contacts. 
The extensive involvement of the FARC in drug traffick-
ing was already well known. Likewise, the long-standing 
cooperation with terrorist organizations such as the IRA 
had been clearly demonstrated after the arrest in 2000 of 
three IRA members in Bogotá. 
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However, the evidence confiscated during the opera-
tion that killed Raúl Reyes revealed or confirmed a long 
list of new international initiatives which until then had 
been only rumored or simply ignored. Such is the case, 
for example, in the FARC’s systematic effort to acquire 
surface-to-air missiles in Central America and Eastern 
Europe, or its surprising role in the trafficking of nuclear 
materials, something revealed when Colombian authori-
ties seized 35 kg of uranium that had been in the hands of 
the FARC. Evidence has also surfaced regarding the fluid 
connections with –and the effective support provided by– 
high-ranking government officials from Venezuela and 
Ecuador to an organization that has, after all, included on 
the U.S. and European Union lists of terrorist organiza-
tions. 

The democratic security policies of the Colombian 
government have dealt decisive blows both to the organi-
zation’s capacity to raise resources and to its internal co-
hesiveness. With respect to the former, the extent of the 
government’s territorial control has pushed the guerrillas 
into remote areas-rugged areas, highlands 3500 meters 
above sea level, jungles, and border zones-thus reducing 
the availability of resources as well as the size of the pop-
ulation under their control. At the same time, the govern-
ment’s strategies against drug trafficking and kidnapping 
have hurt the FARC’s two main criminal activities. Thus, 
the organization has faced increasing logistical problems, 
a gradual decrease in funds, and a diminishing number of 
available recruits. 

With respect to the organization’s loss of cohesive-
ness, the key factor has been the increase in the lethali-
ty of operations carried out by the Colombian security 
forces. The increasing capacity of the military and police 
forces to locate and attack guerrilla concentrations with 
ever greater accuracy has forced the FARC to disperse its 
troops, thus making it more difficult for the leadership to 
maintain control over its structures. At the same time, the 
capacity of Colombian intelligence agencies to intercept 
the FARC’s radio communications created additional dif-
ficulties for the Secretariat’s efforts to maintain fluid con-
tact with its subordinates. 

In this context, the simultaneous disappearance of 
three long-time members of the guerrilla group’s leader-

ship necessarily had a two-fold effect. On the one hand, it 
was necessary to replace three figures who had tradition-
ally led the organization, thus dislocating the command 
and control structures. On the other hand, the definitive 
breakdown of the myth of the invulnerability of the guer-
rilla group’s leadership dealt an overwhelming blow to 
the group’s morale. 

This combination of factors provoked an increase in 
tensions within the organization. A division in the cur-
rent leadership of the group is not likely, given that the 
new key figures after the “Black March” debacle –Al-
fonso Cano, “Mono Jojoy”, and Iván Márquez– seem to 
have found a way to reduce frictions among themselves. 
However, the weakening of the FARC’s structure would 
appear to be irreversible. The growing lethality of the 
government offensive has made it clear to the organiza-
tion’s leadership that the tide has turned against them; 
that is, the probabilities of their being defeated multiply 
as the military pressure increases. 

At the same time, local and regional commanders are 
facing ever greater difficulties in communicating with 
and following the orders of their superiors. This combi-
nation of a greater perception of threat and isolation from 
the line of command necessarily increases the pressure 
on those at subordinate levels to be inconsistent about 
following their superiors’ orders, and, rather, to seek in-
dividual solutions. The exponential increase in desertions 
among the most senior and experienced FARC combat-
ants is an unequivocal sign that this logic is stimulating 
the dissolution of the organization.

The alternatives: Negotiating from a weak 
position or betting on radicalization

The great paradox is that precisely at the moment 
when its command structure is paralyzed, the FARC must 
face a decisive dilemma: either to negotiate or to become 
more radical. With respect to the first option, the alterna-
tive could be to try to improve the organization’s political 
image through a series of concessions aimed at setting the 
stage for negotiations. The moves toward rapprochement 
might include the liberation of politicians and members 
of the military and police who remain in captivity after 
the Army rescued Ingrid Betancourt and 14 other politi-
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cally significant hostages held by the FARC during Op-
eration Jaque. 

However, the initiation of a sort of detente with the 
government clashes with the strategic tradition of the or-
ganization, which has always rejected any gesture that 
could be interpreted as a sign of weakness and has there-
fore appeared inflexible regarding the conditions for pos-
sible talks. It would seem particularly difficult to modify 
this track record of inflexibility, especially for a leader 
who, like Alfonso Cano, recently appointed to replace the 
late Manuel Marulanda, does not have the unconditional 
support of the organization’s rank and file. 

However, the guerrilla organization’s military pros-
pects are not that bright. The improvement of the govern-
ment’s military capacity is structural in nature and places 
the FARC in a position of inferiority that will be hard 
to reverse. In other words, the chain of operational suc-
cesses throughout 2008 has not been the result of sheer 
luck, but rather the fruit of years of investment in training 
and technology on the part of the security forces. In this 
sense, the substantial improvement in the capabilities of 
the security forces to locate and attack guerrilla struc-
tures is irreversible in the Colombian strategic scenario. 
Moreover, the only two alternatives open to the FARC 
in order to modify the current military situation would 
either be to start using new high potency weapons such 
as surface-to-air missiles, or to resort to tactics such as 
launching indiscriminate terrorist attacks in urban areas. 
The problem is that both options would lead the organi-
zation to its sure end, albeit by different routes. Any use 
of missiles would undoubtedly threaten the monopoly 
over the country’s air space that the military forces have 
enjoyed until now. But, at the same time, launching these 
missiles not far from U.S. territory would be likely to 
provoke a military reaction from Washington. 

As to the terrorist option, it is worth recalling that the 
last actions of this sort not only brought about the abso-
lute disrepute of the FARC, but also drove the public to 
close ranks behind the government. Given this precedent, 
a campaign based on indiscriminate attacks is likely to 
have precisely the opposite effect of the one sought by 
the guerrillas, generating an even greater shift of opinion 
in favor of the government. 

The lack of feasible alternatives is an additional factor 
that could stimulate the internal division of the FARC in 
the medium or long term. In the absence of any clear op-
tion that would guarantee the future of the organization, it 
is possible that part of the FARC could opt for a negotiated 
solution to the conflict, while another part could choose 
radicalization. Two factions could thus appear within the 
organization: one made up of supporters of what could 
be called the “IRA model,” favoring talks aimed at the 
surrender of arms; and a second, radical sector with two 
variations defined by the relationship to violence. Those 
in favor of a “Shining Path model” would opt to launch 
an indiscriminate urban terrorism campaign, while those 
supporting a “Polisario Front model” would try to estab-
lish an alliance with a sympathetic government in order 
to use its territory as a safe haven. The latter formula is 
very similar to that attempted by the Polisario guerrillas 
when they sought the support of Algeria in their strug-
gle against Morocco to achieve the independence of the 
Western Sahara. 

 In light of their imminent military defeat, the more 
pragmatic sector of the FARC would choose the “IRA 
model,” seeking rapprochement with the government in 
order to negotiate the best possible conditions for demo-
bilization. At the other extreme, those in favor of radical-
ization have two options that are not necessarily mutually 
exclusive: urban terrorism and the seeking of support 
from a government that would sponsor the continuation 
of the armed struggle. 

Neither of the forms of radicalization would appear 
to offer a feasible way out for the guerrillas. The terror-
ist campaign launched by the Shining Path generated 
a great wave of rejection by the Peruvian people, who 
completely isolated the group and provided the neces-
sary political support to the government in Lima so that 
it could launch an aggressive counterterrorist campaign. 
The result was the dismantling of Shining Path structures 
in the big cities and the marginalization of what was left 
of the organization—small groups relegated to some of 
Peru’s most remote zones. In the case of the Polisario 
Front, the guerrillas sought the protection of Algeria as 
a way of preventing their military defeat at the hands of 
the Moroccan armed forces. The members of the Polisa-
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rio front were able to continue operating, but only at the 
cost of losing their strategic autonomy and becoming an 
organization subordinated to a foreign power. As a result, 
the group lost all the support it had in Western Sahara and 
ended up as a militarily weak and politically irrelevant 
organization.

Regardless of which of the three options outlined 
above is chosen by the majority of the FARC, it is worth 
noting that all three alternatives have something in com-
mon, in that each represents the political end of the FARC. 
Irrespective of whether the guerrillas opt to demobilize, 
turn to terrorism, or seek the support of a foreign govern-
ment, the various alternatives constitute a tacit acknowl-
edgment of the group’s defeat by the government and 
the dissolution of its future political capital. Thus, while 
2008 did not mark the endpoint of the long-standing Co-
lombian conflict, it will undoubtedly go down in history 
as the year of the FARC’s political demise. •
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