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ON INFORMANTS 
AND OTHER 
DEMONS
… the problem with the 
informant network is not 
effectiveness, but democracy. 
Published by Semanario Virtual Caja de 
Herramientas Edicion 00192 on the week of 
January 29 – Feb 4  By Alfredo Jaramillo, 
Political Analyst
(Translated by Stephanie DiBello, a CSN 
volunteer translator)

A huge controversy has erupted in 
the country over President Álvaro 
Uribe Vélez’s proposal to have 1,000 
young students work with networks 
of informants in order to combat the 
growing number of homicides and other 
crimes that have risen in Medellín in the 
past two years. 

There is debate about whether or not 
this is an effective way to fight against 
the criminal organizations that are 
destroying Medellín, causing an increase 
in homicides, inter-urban displacement, 
and the confinement of populations 
who, because of their location in conflict 
zones, are victims of the crimes around 
them.

However, it is necessary to point 
out that the main reasons for which 
this proposal is considered a dangerous 
initiative is not because it will be 
ineffective or difficult to implement, 
but because, just like the core principles 
of the so-called Democratic Security 
initiative, it is based on principles that 
prevent the full exercise of human rights. 

In 1995 when Álvaro Uribe was 
governor of Antioquia, a security model 
was put in place based on privatization 
and mercenary operations. The main 
instrument used to implement this 
model was the creation of Security 
Cooperatives (Cooperativas de 
Seguridad—CONVIVIR), which 
initially brought in civilians to engage in 
surveillance activities and then gradually 

expanded to include them in the fight 
against persons who were considered 
undesirable, as much for their habits 
and customs as their social and political 
position: indigents, drug addicts, small 
time criminals, leftist political activists, 
NGO workers, human rights defenders, 
social leaders, etc. 

This is how a project initially framed 
by rhetoric to justify self-defense and 
community surveillance in practice 
became a complex model to fight 
counterinsurgency, in which these illegal 
armed groups became the origins of the 
paramilitaries. These groups solidified 
the strategies of dirty war, population 
control, seizure of the State, and lastly, 
the comprehensive counter-reform that 
has developed in a country ruled by 
elitist ‘narcoterratenientes’ in alliance with 
the industrial and commercial sectors 
that saw a threat to their power with the 
new Constitution in 1991. 

This process hit its point of maximum 
power with the triumph of Uribe in the 
2002 elections, and with the national 
implementation of the Democratic 

Security model, which relies on 
linking civilians to different violent 
actions and population control, to 
which the networks of informants 
are fundamental. The Democratic 
Security model was put in place 
August 7, 2002, the day the president 
took power and has been used to 
control highways, rural areas and, 
more and more in recent years, the 
main cities in Colombia. 

Additionally, in Medellín the 
authorities have recognized these 
informants as one of the central 
elements in the strategy against 
militia groups “(‘milicianos’ allegedly 
linked to the FARC guerrillas) 
from 2002–2004 that permitted the 
enthronement of the paramilitaries 
in wide sectors of the city. Likewise, 
a large majority of urban inhabitants 
know the control that CONVIVIR 
has in the main public places, like 
parks and plazas, where one can see 
individuals with two-way radios 
patrolling public places like parks 
and plazas and, when necessary, 

Embera youths enjoy fishing in the river
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brandishing guns to intimidate those 
who defy them. (wwwrabodeaji.
blogspot.com/2010/01/una-pequena-
historia-local.html)

The problem with involving civilians 
in the war is not about effectiveness, 
but about an act that clearly goes 
against international humanitarian 
law and more specifically violates the 
principle of distinction, which clearly 
separates civilians from armed actors. 
Disregarding the discussion of whether 
or not Colombia, in particular Medellín, 
is involved in armed conflict, handing 
over security responsibilities to civilians 
by making them into informers in 
exchange for money is a practice that 
has generated serious human rights 
violations. Since 2002 this State policy 
has generated thousands of illegal 
detentions, forced disappearances, 
incidents of torture, extrajudicial 
executions, and crimes that are neither 
isolated cases nor small undertakings but 
structural components of the model of 
Democratic Security espoused by Uribe 
and his allies. 

These practices reach farther than 
the fight against violence. They are 
trying to create a totalitarian society 
where fear, surveillance and distrust 
replace solidarity and cooperation as the 
building blocks of society. These kinds 
of models of social control, much like 
those implemented in Nazi Germany, 
Stalinist Russian and other totalitarian 
societies, are based on the power of fear 
as a mechanism to keep the population 
oppressed, and are often presented as 
ways of co-responsibility in keeping 
public order and citizen security. 

The Case of the University of 
Antioquia

In Medellín, there is precedent 
that illustrates the great danger in 
involving citizens in intelligence and 
social control activities. Two well-
known brothers, former students of 
the University of Antioquia and now 
attending the Medellín campus of the 
National University, have been following 

and harassing student activists at the 
University of Antioquia since 2003 
because they claim that their older 
brother was killed by the FARC.

These brothers are now working with 
the Military Intelligence Network (Red 
de Inteligencia Militar RIME) of the 
Fourth Brigade in Medellín, and are 
now able to continue their harassment 
under the guise of informants. Due 
to their position, they have beaten, 
threatened and intimidated students, 
workers, professors and senior citizens. 

Likewise, they have served as 
witnesses hired to assist the military 
intelligence division in several 
unfounded judicial proceedings, similar 
to the illegal detention of the members 
of Grupos Musical Pasajeros in 2004, 
who were accused of being part of the 
ELN, a guerilla organization, and had to 
seek asylum because of the threats they 
received after being declared innocent. 

The same thing happened in the 
trial against student leaders from the 
University of Antioquia in what was 
called “Operation Algebra II”, carried 
out in May 2005. After 14 student 
leaders from the University of Antioquia 
were charged with being members of 
insurgent groups, the trial ended with 
dismissal of the charges for a lack of 
evidence. In both proceedingss a large 
portion of the evidence came from these 
informants.

At the beginning of 2009, an 
investigation was opened by the 
Prosecutor 74 (Fiscalia 74) before the 
Fourth Brigade against members 
of various NGOs, unions, social 
organizations, and leftist political parties 
for allegedly belonging to the FARC. 
In June 2009, human rights defender 
Winston Gallego Pamplona was 
arrested as a result of the trial. Some of 
the evidence provided by the Regional 
Military Intelligence division was 
submitted by the same set of brothers. To 
lend credit to his testimony, one of the 
brothers pretended to be a demobilized 
soldier of the Popular Liberation Army 

(Ejército Popular de Liberación EPL), a 
guerilla group that mostly demobilized 
in 1990 and has been completely defunct 
for several years now. 

Cases like these indicate how the 
networks of informants will be used 
and how they are more than just a 
strategy to fight delinquency; they are a 
mechanism to develop illegal practices 
of social control that promote distrust, 
blackmail and intimidation. In the 
case of educational establishments, 
these networks are conducting illegal 
monitoring in a place that’s supposed to 
encourage alternative thinking in the 
context of the authoritarian control that 
the country has suffered from in recent 
years. 

Opposing these informant networks 
in Medellín is a way to confront the 
militarization of daily life and the 
growing implementation of a totalitarian 
model of society that Uribe and his allies 
represent.

Medellín, January 29, 2010
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