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Introduction 

The presidential elections of 19 June 2022 led to a historical change in the Colombian political administration, 

with the left1 taking power for the first time in history. Gustavo Petro’s presidency will significantly alter the 

country, both at the internal level and in international relations. In fact, variations in the long-standing 

relationship between Colombia and the United States have already been suggested: Petro has already 

declared in the election campaign that he does not intend to involve Colombia in military alliances to foster 

a culture of peace to be built mainly with its neighbors in South America, also taking advantage of the left 

turn that the continent is undertaking and that reached its peak with the re-election of Lula in Brazil in the 

2022 presidential elections. 

Moreover, the prospects for a détente in relations with neighboring Venezuela are also opening, with which 

diplomatic relations were interrupted on 23 February 2019 after a series of episodes that have caused 

tensions along the border, exasperated by the rise to power of Donald Trump, the migration crisis in 

Venezuela and the increase in border control by Colombian guerrilla groups. Collaboration with the 

Venezuelan government could be fundamental to putting an end to the situation of insecurity on the border 

between the two countries, where, especially since the beginning of 2022, there has been an escalation of 

violence. Dissidents of the former FARC (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia, grouped under the 

Frente 10) and the guerrilla group ELN (Ejército de Liberación Nacional), which has always taken advantage 

of tacit support from the government of Caracas to maintain its bases in Venezuela and carry out attacks in 

Colombia, are still active in the bordering departments of Arauca (CO) and Apure (VE); moreover, from about 

2015, the eastern front of the ELN (Sol de Oriente) has expanded its scope in Venezuela, entering into the 

illicit economy of illegal extraction. Precisely for these reasons, a rapprochement between the two countries 

could cause a significant change, especially for the life of this specific front of the ELN. 

On 28 August 2022, diplomatic relations between Colombia and Venezuela resumed with the official meeting 

of the respective ambassadors. In addition to the return to dialogue, the two countries discussed reopening 

the 2,000km border and the need to stop the conflict and negotiate peace with the guerrilla groups. The 

COCE (Central Command, the highest authority within the ELN formed by five members) also said it was 

willing to reopen negotiations with the new Colombian government: the parties held a first round of 

negotiations in Caracas, then interrupted due to a misunderstanding about a bilateral ceasefire agreement 

that the ELN would not have allowed. A second round of talks will be held in Mexico on 13 February. This 

paper discusses the possibility of achieving such a peace, considering recent developments in domestic 

politics and the evolution of the armed group, with a focus on the border region with Venezuela since the 

Eastern Front is historically the most inclined to carry on the armed fight. 

 

Overview of the security situation 

 
1 In the context of this analysis, it is essential to underline that the center-right political sides, historically divided 
between Liberals and Conservatives, were characterized by a tendency toward the militarization of the State and a 
marked securitarian approach (two factors that were both caused and exalted by the presence of an active intra-state 
conflict against guerrilla groups), as well as a propensity to align and rely on the United States. The new Colombian left 
led by Petro instead promised a demilitarization of the State and a focus on dialogue with the guerrillas instead of relying 
on the repressive policies often used in the past by the right (in a variable way depending on the presidency). Moreover, 
Petro intends to distance himself from the historic American ally to focus on a regional dimension in foreign policy, 
favoring diplomatic and economic relations with the countries of Central and South America. For more information on 
Colombian political ideology, I recommend reading Partidos políticos en Colombia Evolución y prospectiva by Hubert 
Gehring (available here: https://www.kas.de/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=696741a6-8eb3-0558-d773-
1e7859ca898e&groupId=252038). 

https://www.kas.de/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=696741a6-8eb3-0558-d773-1e7859ca898e&groupId=252038
https://www.kas.de/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=696741a6-8eb3-0558-d773-1e7859ca898e&groupId=252038


 
Since the late 1960s, Colombia has been devastated by a civil conflict that involved several independent 

armed groups fighting simultaneously against the government and among themselves. Most of these 

guerrilla groups were Marxist-inspired, well organized, characterized by a multifaceted and complex internal 

structure, and could finance themselves through practices of illicit economy (mainly coca trafficking and 

illegal gold mining) and terrorist actions (kidnappings and extortion in particular)2. Alongside the national 

armed forces, some politically right-wing paramilitary groups emerged, such as the Autodefensas Unidas de 

Colombia (AUC), which led to a further escalation of the conflict on a national scale. 

Among the country's most important and extensive guerrilla groups are the FARC-EP (Fuerzas Armadas 

Revolucionarias de Colombia-Ejército del Pueblo) and the ELN (Ejército de Liberación Nacional). The FARC 

has long been the main enemy of the government. They had thousands of members within them and a rigid 

hierarchical structure that allowed them to operate in a well-organized way.3 They also had a firm grip at the 

territorial level, especially after the opening to the cultivation and trafficking of coca, in which the local 

population was involved in exchange for work and economic support. On 24 November 2016, the FARC signed 

a peace treaty with the government of Juan Manuel Santos, an agreement divided into six parts that provide 

mutual commitments for the reintegration into the society of former fighters, the dismantling of illegal 

economic platforms with a conversion of coca plantations into agricultural production, guarantees of security 

and protection, disarmament, the transformation of the group into a political movement and the creation of 

monitoring committees and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which will shed light on the crimes 

committed by both sides in the years of conflict. Not all the FARC departments have adhered to the 

agreements, and almost immediately, dissident groups were formed with the intention of continuing the 

armed struggle. The failure to implement the peace agreements has definitely fomented the resurgence of 

this group, called the ex-FARC Mafia, and it has discouraged other guerrillas from engaging in serious 

negotiations with the government.  

Since 2016, moreover, the exit of the FARC from the conflict has encouraged the growth of other rebel 

movements and criminal groups (ELN and Gulf Clan in the first place) that had stayed in the background in 

previous years, which began to move to occupy the areas and the illegal routes left free by the FARC. 

 

ELN - Ejército de Liberación Nacional 

The ELN, unlike the FARC, is a federated guerrilla and not strictly hierarchical; moreover, it is not a nationally 

organized group but maintains a regional footprint, stationed mainly in border areas. The various fronts of 

the ELN arise at a local level through recruitment, more or less voluntary, of the population. This is why each 

of them has characteristics and methods structured according to the regional potential, both at the strategic 

level in carrying out the attacks and at the economic level to obtain funding. This organizational and territorial 

division makes the guerrilla uneven also from an ideological point of view. There are, in fact, several 

paradoxes, such as the fact that their political beliefs, characterized by a heavily moralistic discourse, clash 

in reality with the criminal methods adopted by some of the fronts. Among the most prominent examples, I 

 
2 It is essential to underline that the terrorist actions carried out by the FARC began to have an increasingly ideological 
and less financial connotation when, in the 1980s, the group gained economic independence thanks to the control over 
the coca market. Extortion, kidnappings, and attacks carried out according to the tactic "hit and run" are used more 
punctually to hit high politicians or important entrepreneurs. An example still relevant today was the kidnapping during 
the 2002 presidential campaign of activist and senator Íngrid Betancourt. 
3 The supreme authority of the FARC was the Secretariat, composed of 7 members, in charge of 7 blocks divided into 5 
fronts. For an in-depth description of the group, I recommend reading the report: Mapping Militant Organizations. 
"Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia" produced by Standford University (available here:  
 https://cisac.fsi.stanford.edu/mappingmilitants/profiles/revolutionary-armed-forces-colombia-farc). 

https://cisac.fsi.stanford.edu/mappingmilitants/profiles/revolutionary-armed-forces-colombia-farc


 
can cite the involvement of many companies in drug trafficking despite the strict prohibition imposed by the 

COCE. These inconsistencies weigh heavily on the success of the ELN at the national level and explain the 

more robust capacity for local social settlement of the war fronts depending on the region.  

The ELN can be described as an armed group composed of a series of political-military organizations under 

the command of the COCE, with different ways of materializing and acting according to regional contexts, 

depending very much on the social tie that they manage to achieve, the type of the local economy and the 

possibility of dominating over the other armed groups and the Colombian state's armed forces. The variety 

with which ELN operates in Colombia undermines its chances of success and the diffusion of a coherent 

political model that reflects its ideal of an organized civil society other than the state. The ELN operates on 5 

different fronts scattered throughout the country, among which today the predominant is the eastern one 

(Sol de Oriente) that is spread in Colombia in the regions of Arauca and the northeast of Boyacá and Casenare. 

In Venezuela, the Eastern Front has contacts with local criminal groups and is tolerated by government 

forces4, to the point that it has managed to infiltrate the border regions of Apure and Táchira, reaching also 

to the north the department of Zulia and to the south those of Amazonas and Bolívar. 

According to InsightCrime’s statistics5, in 2020, the ELN had over 4,000 active members. After calling a 

ceasefire during the first years of the Coronavirus pandemic, the ELN returned to strike in early 2021 with a 

series of coordinated armed attacks that affected various parts of the country, blocking the traffic of goods 

and preventing the free movement of the population, through strict curfews and threats to people’s lives6. 

In addition, since the beginning of the year, the ELN has again resorted to violence with a series of armed 

actions, such as the car bomb attack in the Sarare region that caused the death of 27 people. The 

collaboration agreement between ELN and ex-FARC has also come to an end, implying a return to violence, 

with the ELN supported by Venezuelan law enforcement agencies. The local civilian population has been 

deeply affected by the resurgence of this insecurity situation, which has forced over 2,000 people to leave 

their homes or comply with the strict rules imposed by the armed groups that control the territory. 

Testimonies abound of executions, kidnappings, and extortion, not only in Arauca but also along the 

Venezuelan side of the border. 

 

Gustavo Petro and the reopening of negotiations 

Gustavo Petro, a former member of the M-19 guerrilla group, won the presidential election on 19 June 2022, 

with 50.47% of the vote, surpassing the centrist Anticorruption League candidate Rodolfo Hernández in the 

runoff. With a prominently feminist and progressive program7, Petro took power under the slogan "Colombia: 

Potencia Mundial de la Vida," referring not only to civil rights but also to the importance of ensuring peace 

and putting an end to all kinds of violence within the country and at the transnational and regional level. 

In the electoral program of the Pacto Histórico, in fact, the fifth chapter is entirely dedicated to the theme of 

security. The primary objective is to implement the peace agreements with the FARC and to start peace 

 
4 The reference is to the FPLN (Fuerzas Patrióticas de Liberación Nacional), a colectivos (the name used in Venezuela to 
refer to armed gangs) in favor of the government of Hugo Chávez that works in collaboration with local authorities and 
security forces. To learn more, I recommend reading the report of Human Right Watch, “The Guerrillas Are the Police” 
Social Control and Abuses by Armed Groups in Colombia’s Arauca Province and Venezuela’s Apure State (available here: 
https:///www.hrw.org/report/2020/01/22/guerrillas-are-/social-abuse-control-and-polices-armed-groups-colombias-
arauca). 
5 https://insightcrime.org/colombia-organized-crime-news/eln-profile/  
6 For more information I suggest reading the following essay written by the Liga contra el Silencio: Arauca y Apure, una 
‘república’ tomada por grupos ilegales. 
7 Pacto Histórico’s complete political program is available here: https://eln-voces.net/  

https://www.hrw.org/report/2020/01/22/guerrillas-are-/social-abuse-control-and-polices-armed-groups-colombias-arauca
https://www.hrw.org/report/2020/01/22/guerrillas-are-/social-abuse-control-and-polices-armed-groups-colombias-arauca
https://insightcrime.org/colombia-organized-crime-news/eln-profile/
https://eln-voces.net/


 
negotiations with the ELN to put an end, through the use of political dialogue, to the phenomenon of armed 

insurrection in Colombia. 

After Petro’s presidential mandate was made official on 7 August, the president immediately began a 

dialogue with the armed group to get to the drafting of a peace treaty. This is not the first time that the 

Colombian Government has sat down at the negotiating table with representatives of the COCE: five 

unsuccessful attempts have been made over the years. The last one dates back to 2017, when the Colombian 

president at the time, Juan Manuel Santos, initiated a formal dialogue with ELN in Quito, Ecuador8. Following 

an attack on the Cadet School in Bogotá that left 22 dead and over 70 wounded, the successor to the 

presidency, Iván Duque, suspended peace negotiations with the ELN in 2019 indefinitely. 

The reason for the continuous failure of the peace negotiations between the government and the ELN has 

many reasons, but without a doubt, it's possible to identify two:  

1. The federated nature of the group is of fundamental importance. The branching of the fronts over 

the entire territory and the strong local social component, in fact, favors the emergence of centrifugal 

forces within the group that prefer to continue the armed struggle and aspire to establish a form of 

popular government in the form of social organizations. The substantial cohesion typical of the FARC 

is therefore lacking. And while the lack of homogeneity creates logistical and ideological disorder 

within the group, on the other hand, it also promotes its survival, thanks to the possibility of 

individual fronts to expand and act independently on the territory under their supervision.  

2. The attempt to apply the same type of agreement signed between the government and the FARC to 

the ELN has proved totally inconclusive. The ELN is, in fact, a group with different characteristics and 

objectives compared to the FARC: if, in 2016, the main aspect was the promise of lands and seats in 

the political arena, for this guerrilla, instead, the issue of natural resources is central, forms of 

participation and representation in the democratic game of civil society and forms of territorial 

integration, in particular. 

With Petro’s rise to government, the ELN declared it was ready to reopen the dialogue. The parties met in 

Havana on August 12, with the international support of Cuba, Chile, and also Venezuela; on October 4, 2022, 

the Reopening of the Dialogue between the Government and ELN was signed in Caracas, in which they 

reaffirmed the will to resume the negotiations and to continue from what already discussed and agreed upon 

in the negotiating table in March 2016.9 However, it is still too early to say what the priority issues of the 

debate will be, excluding the obvious call for an immediate ceasefire. Among the priorities of the ELN, there 

is undoubtedly the demand for guarantees and security for the guerrillas, a crucial point to be addressed, 

especially because it is one of the critical issues of the agreement between the government and FARC, which 

has not been respected. 

Moreover, it's essential to keep in mind the fragmented nature of the ELN, whose fronts often act 

independently from the orders of the COCE, nullifying its efforts to reach a definitive agreement. Moreover, 

after a couple of months of dialogue, the negotiations were again interrupted. The reason is a 

 
8 Due to the formal withdrawal of Ecuador as a mediator in the agreements because of some attacks by the ELN along 
the border between Colombia and Ecuador, the negotiation table was then moved to Havana, Cuba, the same venue 
where the historic agreement between the government and FARC was signed in 2016. For a more detailed account of 
the various attempts at dialogue between the government and the ELN, I recommend reading Andrés F. Aponte 
González and Fernán E. González González, ¿Por qué es tan difícil negociar con el ELN? The consecuencias de un 
federalismo insurgente. 
9 You can read the official statement on the ELN website available here: https://eln-voces.net/  

https://eln-voces.net/


 
misunderstanding around the endorsement of a bilateral ceasefire, officially announced by the government 

but not authorized by the ELN. Negotiations will resume in Mexico on February 13. 

 

 

Conclusions 

The rise of the left to power, and in particular the person of Gustavo Petro, is probably the best chance for 

Colombia to achieve a de-escalation of the conflict and to put an end to the armed insurrections that have 

been active in the country for decades. Keep in mind that this report considers only one of the armed groups 

active in the country. Therefore, it would be wrong to think that the conclusion of a peace agreement 

between ELN and the government automatically means the achievement of peace at the national level. The 

Gulf Clan, the FARC dissidents, and the criminal organization Pachenca10 have, in fact, agreed to join a 

ceasefire with the government. Still, there are currently no signs of the opening of a negotiating table or a 

possible demobilization. 

Furthermore, considering what I said about the structure of the ELN, as well as the past attempts at 

negotiation that ended in a fait accompli, it is still to be determined if an agreement can be reached with this 

single armed group. Starting from the premises described in this report, the most probable forecast scenarios 

are the following:  

1. More likely: conclusion of a peace agreement, but the fragmentation of the ELN with dissident groups 

opposed to the treaty;  

2. Probable: conclusion of a peace agreement and complete demobilization of the ELN 

3. Unlikely: escalation of conflict 

 

1. Peace agreement, but with dissent 

This scenario appears to be most likely for several reasons. First of all, the possibility that the two parties will 

reach an agreement is exceptionally high because, since before the election of Petro, both sides have 

declared their willingness to reopen negotiations, one of the first actions, in fact, carried out by the new 

government in the field of internal security policy. In addition, as previously expressed, the COCE itself had 

stated that it was willing to deal with the left. 

Despite these premises, one must recognize that the ELN, as mentioned above, is a federated group. As in 

the past, the decisions taken by the COCE may not be accepted or thoroughly followed by all regional fronts. 

Petro’s political statements seem to rule out the possibility of stopping negotiations in the event of attacks 

or violent actions by "rebel" ELN factions, but this does not solve the main issue, which is that the COCE has 

not today, nor has ever had, total and rigid control over all sides of the group. 

Since the Eastern Front has always been one of the most prone to continue the conflict, even in a violent 

way, and given its meaningful connections at the local and international level, it is not to exclude the 

possibility that its leaders refuse to accept the peace agreement, especially if this involves a total 

demobilization of the members of the ELN. Furthermore, its contacts with other international groups and its 

economic interests not directly related to the ELN mission itself could be a further reason for the Front not 

 
10 In 2022, this group, which originated from the demobilization of paramilitary organizations, expanded into the Sierra 
Nevada de Santa Marta region in northwest Colombia, from where it handles major criminal trafficking. For more 
information on this group, see the Insight Crime page at the following link: https://insightcrime.org/colombia-
organized-crime-news/pachenca/ 

https://insightcrime.org/colombia-organized-crime-news/pachenca/
https://insightcrime.org/colombia-organized-crime-news/pachenca/


 
to follow the COCE directives and establish a new and separate guerrilla or criminal group, with already 

significant territorial presence and fundamental connections in the underground economy. One of the 

reasons for considering this option is that, in 2022, the most significant escalation of the conflict took place 

at the border region between Arauca and Apure, with the attacks described above. In addition, not only the 

Eastern Front but also other regional ELN departments could follow this line. In the Cauca Valley, for example, 

the Southwestern War Front has a solid territorial presence, meaning that the interests and advantages 

coming from a split could be more important than a peace agreement. 

 

2. Total peace agreement 

On the other hand, the militants of the ELN, although divided into several autonomous fronts, are still linked 

by a strong ideology that has, in fact, granted the survival of this guerrilla for over 60 years. The group has 

already considered and discussed the possibility of entering into a treaty with the government that could 

lead to a cessation of the conflict several times in the past, and the failures of such negotiations cannot be 

pinned only on some rebel units. In fact, I must also mention the difficulties posed by the dialogue with right-

wing governments, as well as the decision not to include the ELN in the negotiating table that led to the end 

of the conflict with the FARC. Moreover, the appointment of new actors to the negotiating table could play 

an essential role in maintaining unity within the group: the more diverse the representation will be, the more 

it will be possible for regional fronts to comply with the agreement. 

Moreover, especially regarding the Eastern Front, the resumption of dialogue between Venezuela and 

Colombia could influence the activity of the Front. Its expansion in Apure and other Venezuelan regions, and 

consequently the strong impact on the Colombian Arauca, depend largely on the support of the paramilitary 

groups deployed with the Maduro government. Should this collaboration fail, and Venezuela initiate more 

effective operations against the Colombian guerrilla on its territory, the Eastern Front may also have no 

choice but to demobilize and accept the decisions of the COCE, having lost the advantage and the position of 

strength that that collaboration brought with it. 

 

3. Conflict escalation 

In short to medium term, a real escalation of the conflict is to be excluded. It is clear, in fact, that both sides 

want to reach an agreement, and the recent developments linked to the official reopening of the dialogue 

on 4 October and the will to restart the negotiation on 13 February are further evidence of these intentions. 

Even if the dialogue does not bring any outcomes, it is unlikely that this will result in a resurgence of the 

conflict on a national scale, as the internal and international dynamics have changed. Moreover, despite the 

possible tension toward internal divisions within the ELN, no Front is currently able to effectively stand up to 

the Colombian forces in an open confrontation. Despite Petro’s stated willingness to move away from his 

historic US allies in terms of military cooperation, it is difficult to imagine a large-scale escalation of the 

conflict. 
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