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                     COLOMBIA ALERT 
Who Is Alvaro Uribe and How Did He Get Elected?  
                         Phillip McLean 

 
Overview 

• Alvaro Uribe won the presidency of Colombia May 26 by identifying a single winning issue and 
"staying on message." His early polls showed an electorate deeply afraid and tired of government 
unable to protect its citizens.  

• Uribe went after "opinion voters," not traditional voting blocks. Exactly contrary to forecasts before the 
election, he won in districts strongly influenced by the guerrillas and lost where the paramilitaries 
dominate. His "law and order" message had wide appeal because it promised an end to violence and 
not a wider war.  

• While in the public eye Uribe became the paladin of citizen protection, few noticed his campaign 
program was similar in most respects to those of his principal opponents: government reform, 
anticorruption measures, improved education and employment.  

• There is a danger of miscommunication between the United States and the new Colombian 
administration. U.S. motives are mixed: fear of terrorism, desire to stop drug trafficking, and 
humanitarian impulse. Will Uribe be ready with a plan to meet U.S. concerns while making the best 
use of its involvement?  

Alvaro Uribe Velez won an impressive victory May 26. Within three hours of the polls closing at 4 p.m. it was clear he 
would be the winner and would not have to face his nearest rival in a run off three weeks later. To the surprise of many 
observers, Uribe, with his seemingly hard-line approach, was able to overcome the combined appeal of 10 other 
candidates and win the presidency in one round of balloting, the first candidate to do so since the 1991 constitution opened 
national elections to greater competition. 

Up to the end, it did not seem it would be that simple. While the final opinion surveys showed the former governor of 
Antioquia with a strong and growing lead over his opponents, he was still within the margin of error either just above or 
below the 50 percent of the total vote needed to avoid a second-round contest with the runner-up. The worst outcome 
would have been a final tally so close to the magic majority as to cause disputes over ballot counting in the far corners of 
the country to determine whether a second round would be necessary. A fierce "Florida type" controversy was the last 
thing the conflict-plagued country needed. Colombians generally have faith in their electoral system, but that had already 
been shaken following allegations of vote tampering in the congressional elections in March. Apparently voters understood 
the danger and gave Uribe the momentum to garner over 53 percent of the vote, out of range from those who might have 
been tempted to argue with the result. 

Election Tactics 

Once the land of two stalwart political parties, Liberal and Conservative, Colombia is now a whirl of fluidly constructed 
movements, coalitions, and party remnants. The 1991 constitutional reforms made getting elected more complex. Uribe 
won by identifying a single winning issue and then "staying on message" until it got him elected. He understood that it 
would be all but impossible to take the nomination of the official Liberal Party away from Horacio Serpa, the party's 
candidate and near winner in a second round runoff four years ago. And so Uribe ran as a "dissident Liberal," eventually 
forming his own movement "Primero Colombia." Those near the candidate in his home department of Antioquia marveled 
at his single-mindedness. From a systematic program of travel around the country and polling done as early as two years 
before the election, he concluded that Colombians were gripped by fear and frustrated about their government's inability to 
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stop the violence. These themes, of course, resonated with his personal experience (a father killed by the guerrillas; a 
period as governor dealing with some of the most sharply contested regions of the country) and with the growing sense of 
insecurity throughout Colombia as the Pastrana government's peace talks with the guerrillas failed to get results. 

While Uribe was relentlessly focusing on the need for state authority, his opponents read their polls differently. All assumed 
Colombians continued to want, as they had for the last 35 years, to deal with guerrillas in some kind of "peace process" 
and to advocate above all solutions that were essentially economic in nature (i.e., improve the well-being of people so they 
would be less likely to join rebel groups). Accordingly, Serpa chose to attack the free market policies of "neoliberalism" that 
he blamed for causing the poor performance of the Colombian economy in recent years. He ended up with just 31.7 
percent of the vote. Noemi Sanin, another candidate of the 1998 election and leader of her own "Movimiento Si Colombia," 
went after sophisticated voters with proposals for programs to enhance employment and educational opportunity. Her well-
balanced platform gained only 5.8 percent of the vote, a sharp drop from her 1998 performance. And Lucho Garzon, a 
veteran of Colombia's feeble democratic left, nudged into the running with a call for social inclusiveness and criticism of the 
failure of the "establishment" to share economic opportunity. In the end he was disappointed when he gathered support 
from only 6.1 percent of the total electorate, and some of that from the "establishment" itself. None of the seven minor 
candidates attracted more than 1 percent of the ballots. Even Ingrid Betancourt, who gained much sympathy and attention 
after being kidnapped by the guerrillas mid-campaign, won only 0.4 percent of the vote. 

Meanwhile, Uribe, like the best modern candidates, was going after the "opinion vote," not traditional voting blocks. He 
claims to have ignored the advice of "foreign" (read U.S.) consulting firms-unlike some of his principal opponents, he adds-
but instead designed his tactics himself. While a close reading of Uribe's campaign speeches and Web site shows that 
early on he developed specific plans for education, pension and other reforms, anticorruption measures, and an orthodox 
program for economic revival, his public message was an unwavering call for "democratic security," a two-word mantra 
meant to convey that order is good for everyone and can be achieved democratically. This tightly disciplined message 
turned into a real asset when the guerrillas threatened the election process. Candidates were forced to cancel public 
appearances in town squares and make greater use of television and radio where sound bites work best. Threats of 
violence have not only made Colombian elections less joyful, but the danger has also resulted a larger election role for the 
media. 

Characterizing Uribe 

Uribe's drumbeat insistence on a stronger military and police to combat guerrillas led the international press and domestic 
and foreign critics to label him "right wing." That short-hand tag, which calls to mind Latin America's traditional oligarchy, 
seems odd for a politician who was part of a generation of young Liberals espousing social democratic ideas and for a 
person who has invested significant periods of his adult life searching for ideas in the humane precincts of both England's 
Oxford and New England's Cambridge.  

Uribe is, indeed, an advocate of citizen involvement in their own protection. Some immediately conclude that means he 
favors the hated paramilitaries. As governor, he did promote the organization of community groups (called Convivir) to 
support police and military law enforcement. Human rights activists allege some of these groups later evolved into units of 
the country's spreading paramilitary network. In Uribe's defense, his supporters are quick to note that Convivir was a 
program initiated and authorized by central government before Uribe took office as governor. Moreover, similar groups 
existed throughout much of the country. His political opponents acknowledge there is no evidence linking him personally to 
Convivir abuses, and although they complained during the campaign that paramilitary sympathizers were actively backing 
Uribe, they do not accuse his campaign of seeking campaign assistance from the outlaw groups.  

In fact, except in a very tight race, illegal bands of either the left or right could not have changed the election outcome. The 
number of votes in the contested rural areas was too few to make a difference. What is more interesting is that given a 
chance at the polls, Colombians rejected the pressure of violent groups. Uribe's political adversaries voiced their legitimate 
concern about paramilitary pressure on his behalf. Yet, exactly contrary to forecasts before the election Uribe tended to win 
in municipalities strongly influenced by the guerrillas and lose where the paramilitaries are said to dominate. People voted 
against those who threatened them. While clearly anti-Uribe, the largest guerrilla group, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of 
Colombia (FARC), was aiming its disruption at the election process itself. The FARC did not favor a particular candidate. 
Despite a massive deployment of security forces to protect the election process, the guerrillas did have some success in 
keeping participation low in some districts (e.g., by blowing up bridges and thereby making travel on election day difficult, 
or by forcing authorities to move exposed rural polling stations miles away into larger town centers). Countrywide 
participation (at 46 percent) was below expectations but about average for the first round of a presidential election. 

What Kind of a Government 

In Uribe's vision, Colombia must reestablish the "authority" of government. And he appears to be following through on that 
pledge by selecting a cabinet marked more by competence than the kind of coalition building and regional balancing 
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characteristic of past presidents. Hoping to save on administrative overhead, he has combined several ministries and is 
privately putting out word that he will sharply cut the staff of the presidential palace (now at 600). For a new joint Ministry of 
Labor and Health he selected Juan Luis Londoño, a surprising choice since the new minister was spokesman for the 
campaign of Noemi Sanin. He, however, is best known as an influential economist with innovative ideas on social reform. 
The Ministries of Trade and Development will now be joined in a new Ministry of Commerce, headed by Jorge Humberto 
Botero, known more for his business and legal skills than his political clout. The former head of Bogotá's schools, Cecilia 
Maria Velez, will lead the Ministry of Education. All of these appointments signal Uribe is putting competence ahead of 
political weight even in the most patronage-rich ministries. In the economic sphere Uribe calmed international markets 
worried by the country's debt profile by calling Roberto Junguito back from the IMF to serve as minister of finance. This will 
be Junguito's second tour in the job. During the 1980s under a Conservative government, he worked closely with U.S. Fed 
chairman Paul Volcker to pull Colombia out of an earlier debt squeeze. It is important to stress that Uribe's "law and order" 
message had appeal because it promised an end to violence and not a wider war. How he will translate the promise of a 
more law-abiding and orderly Colombia is not likely to be revealed until he takes office August 7 since his watchword 
during the interregnum is "discretion." But the elements of his problem are clear. 

• How is he going to finance the doubling of the police force and the "professional" component of the armed forces 
as he promises? And do that while increasing social spending, also as promised? His appointee for the Planning 
Ministry, Santiago Montenegro, got attention last year with a study showing that defense spending in Colombia, 
despite all of its civil strife, is only average for a Latin American country. Even that comparison is skewed because, 
unlike other countries, Colombia's defense budget includes all national police expenditures. The new minister of 
defense, Marta Lucia Ramirez, known as a skilled administrator, will have the task of managing that growth. 

• How is Uribe going to put his ideas about citizen participation into practice? The Convivir criticism is still the most 
widely known lead about Uribe in the international media. In the days after the election the BBC referred to the 
"right wing" president-elect who wanted to raise a "million man army" against the "left-wing" guerrillas. And 
domestic critics remain suspicious. Lucho Garzon compared Uribe's proposal to Cuba's neighborhood 
"committees for the defense of the revolution." During the campaign the future president did mention enlisting "a 
million citizens," but he clearly believes they can serve as the eyes and ears of government's security forces 
without fomenting paramilitary organizations and abuses. He has spoken of equipping taxi and inter-urban truck 
drivers to transmit reports of disorder and roadblocks and of tying the country's vast number of private security 
guards to the police. But the details of his security plan remain sketchy and therefore open to negative speculation.  

• And finally how will the new administration get the country's notoriously weak and convoluted justice system to 
play its part in a law and order agenda? Uribe's only controversial appointment so far was of Fernando Londoño 
Hoyos to lead a newly joined Ministry of Interior and Justice. His fame as a skillful and combative lawyer has put 
him in the middle of several bitterly contested cases, often against government entities and sometimes on behalf 
of foreign clients. He apparently caught Uribe's attention with ideas for legal reform, though only one of those has 
come to light so far. Unlike his future boss who promised discretion, Londoño grabbed the headlines days after his 
nomination by suggesting the government should be able to declare a state of siege, a power denied the president 
by the 1991 constitution.  

Working with the United States 

The election of Alvaro Uribe almost certainly means greater U.S. involvement in Colombia. While his program calls on 
Colombians to pay higher taxes for new programs, it also assumes U.S. resources will continue to flow and the United 
States will support more lending from the multilateral development banks. Against the conventional wisdom of much of the 
world and domestic press, Uribe has consistently endorsed the counternarcotics objectives of "Plan Colombia," the policy 
framework his predecessor constructed to channel U.S. and other foreign assistance. For a time during the campaign he 
echoed other candidates' doubts about aerial spraying of narcotics crops, but more recently he has been emphasizing the 
role of narcotics in financing violence and the need to make the Pastrana initiative work more effectively. 

Both the U.S. Congress and executive seem ready to be helpful. Well before Uribe's election, legislation increasing aid and 
allowing drug-fighting assistance given earlier, to be used in some circumstances for counterguerrilla purposes, was 
moving with relative ease through Congress. There is, however, a danger of miscommunication. For some in Washington, 
Colombia is an integral part of the global war on terrorism. For others, it has importance as the biggest supplier of drugs to 
United States. Still others see a human rights crisis and the need for an international role in peace making. Making the 
rounds during his post-election visit to Washington, Uribe skillfully crafted credible messages for each audience. What he 
failed to deliver was a plan, his own blend of strengthened security forces, citizen participation, peace talks, justice reform, 
and social programs-and how to pay for it all. 
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Washington can wait for a comprehensive view of his agenda after his inauguration, but Uribe should not delay further 
steps to show on the one hand that he will be more than a war leader and on the other that he has a strategic plan for 
dealing with rebel groups. He made a good start on the first by going to New York to confer with Secretary General Kofi 
Annan about the possibility of UN mediation. On the second there could be a major mix-up if Uribe and the United States 
are each waiting for the other to come up with a strategic plan. The president-elect's team includes few experienced in 
military operations or law enforcement-and, perhaps as important, in dealing with the U.S. style of aid giving. Uribe himself 
is the most experienced, well read and reflective, but he cannot do it all himself.  
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