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     ALTHOUGH YOU RARELY READ ABOUT US ON THE FRONT PAGES, THE UNITED STATES SOUTHERN COMMAND IS A QUIET BUT KEY INSTRUMENT OF U.S. POLICY IN LATIN AMERICA.  WE PROVIDE A LONG RUNNING THREAD OF CONTINUITY THROUGH OUR CONTINUOUS, DAILY WORK WITH THE COUNTRIES OF LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN.  OUR EFFORTS AT SOUTHERN COMMAND HAVE BOTH DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS ON YOUR BUSINESSES -- AND YOURS LIKEWISE ON MINE -- SO I WOULD LIKE TO GIVE YOU AN OVERVIEW OF WHAT I’VE SEEN SINCE I TOOK COMMAND A YEAR AND A HALF AGO AND THEN TAKE A FEW QUESTIONS.
     I AM CHARGED WITH THE CONDUCT OF MILITARY OPERATIONS AND SECURITY COOPERATION ACTIVITIES IN LATIN AMERICAN AND THE CARIBBEAN TO PROMOTE U.S. NATIONAL INTERESTS AND OBJECTIVES.  ONE OF OUR PRIMARY AIMS IS TO HELP THOSE PARTNER NATION MILITARIES PROVIDE SECURITY FOR THEIR OWN CITIZENS, SO THOSE CITIZENS CAN BENEFIT FROM DEMOCRATIC AND ECONOMIC REFORMS.  THE FUNDAMENTAL SECURITY AND STABILITY OF LATIN AMERICA, THE CARIBBEAN, AND THE UNITED STATES, ARE NOW – NOW MORE THAN EVER -- BOUND TOGETHER IN A COMMON DESTINY.

     THE FUTURE OF LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN IS UNDENIABLY IMPORTANT TO THE UNITED STATES STRATEGICALLY, ECONOMICALLY, AND CULTURALLY – ALTHOUGH SOMETIMES IT SEEMS THE FARTHER NORTH YOU GET FROM MIAMI THE HARDER IT IS TO GET OTHERS TO FOCUS ON THAT REALITY.  AND THAT PERCEPTION IS SOMETHING YOU AND I NEED TO WORK ON TOGETHER.  EVEN WITH OUR COUNTRY HEAVILY ENGAGED IN OTHER TROUBLED SPOTS OF THE WORLD, WE CAN ILL AFFORD TO NEGLECT OUR CLOSEST NEIGHBORS.  IF WE TURN A BLIND EYE NOW, WE FACE THE DISTINCT LIKELIHOOD OF LIVING WITH FAILED STATES POPULATED BY NARCOTERRORISTS AND INTERNATIONAL TERRORISTS JUST TO OUR SOUTH.  WE SIMPLY CAN’T – AND WON’T – DO THAT.

MANY OF OUR TIES TO OUR NEIGHBORS ARE OBVIOUS, YET THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THOSE TIES IS LESS UNDERSTOOD.  THE REGION IS THE NUMBER ONE SOURCE OF NEW AMERICANS AS MORE THAN 34 MILLION RESIDENTS IN THE U.S. ARE OF LATIN ORIGIN.  LATIN AMERICANS ARE THE LARGEST AND FASTEST GROWING MINORITY IN THIS COUNTRY AND ARE HAVING A PROFOUND AND POSITIVE INFLUENCE ON OUR SOCIETY AND CULTURE.   

LATIN AMERICA PROVIDES OVER 31 PERCENT OF OUR IMPORTED PETROLEUM, MORE THAN ALL MIDDLE EASTERN COUNTRIES COMBINED.  THE U.S. CONDUCTS MORE THAN 360 BILLION DOLLARS OF ANNUAL TRADE WITH LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN, NEARLY AS MUCH AS WITH THE ENTIRE EUROPEAN COMMUNITY.  BY THE YEAR 2010, TRADE WITH THESE NEIGHBORING COUNTRIES IS EXPECTED TO EXCEED THAT OF THE EUROPEAN ECONOMIC COMMUNITY AND JAPAN COMBINED.  THIS EXCHANGE TRANSLATES INTO MILLIONS OF AMERICAN JOBS IN BUSINESSES LINKED TO THE AMERICAS.  ADDITIONALLY, THE FREE TRADE AREA OF THE AMERICAS, IF REALIZED, PROMISES TO PROPEL ECONOMIC COOPERATION TO A NEW LEVEL.  

    THERE ARE MANY THINGS GOING WELL ACROSS LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN, BUT THERE REMAIN SIGNIFICANT CHALLENGES.  MANY COUNTRIES ARE CONSOLIDATING DEMOCRACIES THAT ARE TAKING TIME TO MATURE.  SOME OF THESE DEMOCRACIES COULD SUCCUMB TO RADICAL POPULISTS OR WORSE, BRINGING ABOUT AN UNWELCOME RETURN TO AUTHORITARIAN REGIMES THAT RESPECT NEITHER HUMAN RIGHTS NOR DEMOCRATIC PRINCIPLES.  MEANWHILE, THESE COUNTRIES FACE UNCERTAINTY, RESULTING FROM WEAK INSTITUTIONS THAT HAVE NOT YET EXPERIENCED MULTIPLE CYCLES OF FREE ELECTIONS, FROM POPULAR DISAPPOINTMENT THAT LIBERAL MARKET REFORMS HAVE NOT PRODUCED EXPECTED QUICK IMPROVEMENT IN LIVING STANDARDS, AND FROM UNGOVERNED SPACES LACKING OFFICIAL STATE PRESENCE.  THIS UNCERTAINTY MAKES THESE GOVERNMENTS TARGETS FOR SOPHISTICATED CRIMINAL ORGANIZATIONS AND TERRORISTS.  ILLEGAL ARMED GROUPS FOSTER CORRUPTION, GREED AND INSTABILITY – AND UNDERMINE THE BEST EFFORTS OF DEDICATED PUBLIC SERVANTS AND HONEST CITIZENS.  AS THESE COUNTRIES STRUGGLE TO MAINTAIN LAW AND ORDER – THE BUILDING BLOCKS FOR ANY SUCCESSFUL ECONOMY -- WE MUST NOT WAVER IN OUR COMMITMENT TO THEM.  
     AS WITH THE OTHER FOUR COMBATANT COMMANDERS, THE WAR ON TERRORISM IS MY NUMBER ONE PRIORITY.  SOUTHERN COMMAND PLAYS A VITAL ROLE IN FIGHTING BRANCHES OF GLOBAL AND LOCAL TERRORISM IN OUR AREA OF RESPONSIBILITY.  WE ARE IDENTIFYING AND ASSISTING PARTNER NATIONS TO ENGAGE THOSE WHO SEEK TO EXPLOIT REAL AND PERCEIVED WEAKNESSES OF MATURING DEMOCRACIES.  

     THE PRIMARY THREAT IN OUR AREA CONTINUES TO COME FROM THE THREE LARGEST ILLEGAL ARMED GROUPS IN COLOMBIA, ALL NAMED ON THE STATE DEPARTMENT’S LIST OF FOREIGN TERRORIST ORGANIZATIONS – THE REVOLUTIONARY ARMED FORCES OF COLOMBIA OR FARC, THE NATIONAL LIBERATION ARMY OR ELN, AND THE UNITED SELF DEFENSE FORCES OR AUC.  THESE TERRORIST GROUPS ARE STILL REFERRED TO BY MANY AS “REVOLUTIONARIES,” “GUERRILLAS,”  “REBELS” OR “MILITIAS,” LENDING THEM SOME KIND OF TACIT LEGITIMACY WITH THOSE WORDS.   YET A GROUP THAT KILLS A 10 YEAR OLD BOY NAMED IRWIN ROPERO WITH A BICYCLE BOMB – AS THE FARC DID ON APRIL 17TH  LAST YEAR – FORFEITS ANY CLAIM TO LEGITIMACY – AND ANY CLAIM TO REPRESENT THE GOOD OF THE PEOPLE.  THESE TERRORISTS OPERATE OUTSIDE THE RULE OF LAW TO PROFIT AT THE EXPENSE OF COLOMBIA AND ITS PEOPLE – AND ALSO AT THE EXPENSE OF THE UNITED STATES AND OUR PEOPLE.  WHILE SOME MEMBERS OF THESE GROUPS MAY RETAIN FRAGMENTS OF A FOUNDING IDEOLOGY, THEIR ACTIONS BETRAY MOTIVES DRIVEN BY GREED.

     NARCOTERRORISTS HAVE FOUND A LUCRATIVE BUSINESS IN THE DRUG TRADE, AND THEIR REACH EXTENDS BEYOND COLOMBIA.  THESE GROUPS OPERATE ACROSS ALL OF COLOMBIA’S BORDERS, AND IN AND OUT OF MANY NEIGHBORING COUNTRIES.  COLOMBIA’S PROBLEMS DEEPLY AFFECT THOSE AROUND IT.  IN BRAZIL, URBAN GANGS FUELED BY DRUG PROFITS HAVE SHUT DOWN LARGE PORTIONS OF RIO DE JANEIRO AND SAO PAULO.  WE ARE SEEING A SIMILAR TREND WITH GANGS AND DRUG RELATED CRIME ACROSS CENTRAL AMERICA.  IN BOLIVIA, MANIPULATIVE TRAFFICKERS – IN CONJUNCTION WITH A RADICAL POLITICAL PARTY – TAPPED PEASANT FRUSTRATION TO PRESSURE THE ELECTED GOVERNMENT.  IN PERU, THE SHINING PATH IS UNDERGOING A RESURGENCE – BASED ON THE FARC MODEL – BY PROTECTING COCAINE SMUGGLERS AND COLLECTING TAXES ON THE COCA TRADE.

     FORTUNATELY, COLOMBIA’S NEIGHBORS REALIZE THE DANGER AND ARE BEGINNING TO TAKE STEPS TO ADDRESS THEIR OWN BORDER SECURITY.  ECUADOR IS ONE GOOD EXAMPLE.  I WAS IN ECUADOR TWO WEEKS AGO – MY FOURTH TRIP THERE.  ON MY FIRST TRIP, WHEN I ASKED ABOUT THE BORDER SITUATION, I WAS TOLD POLITELY TO MIND MY OWN BUSINESS.  ON MY SECOND TRIP, I WAS TOLD THEY WERE LOOKING INTO IT.  ON MY THIRD TRIP, I WAS TAKEN TO THE BORDER, WHERE I MET SOME FIRST RATE SOLDIERS AND SAW SOME WELL-TRAINED UNITS, WHO WERE IN CHARGE OF VAST EXPANSES OF TERRITORY.  TWO WEEKS AGO, I WAS TOLD ABOUT THE PLAN TO REDUCE THEIR GAPS IN COVERAGE AND INCREASE ECUADORIAN COOPERATION ACROSS THE BORDER WITH THE COLOMBIAN MILITARY, BEYOND THE AGREEMENTS THEY ALREADY HAVE IN PLACE.  SO I CONSIDER MYSELF FORTUNATE TO HAVE BEEN A FIRST-HAND WITNESS TO RESPONSIBLE GOVERNANCE AND SECURITY POLICY MAKING THAT REACTED TO 21ST CENTURY THREATS RATHER THAN THOSE OF THE PAST.  THE ECUADORIANS ARE TAKING THE THREAT SERIOUSLY, AND IN THE PROCESS SETTING AN EXAMPLE OF REGIONAL COOPERATION FOR OTHERS TO FOLLOW.

     WHILE ECUADOR IS AN IMPROVING NEWS STORY, THE NEWS FROM COLOMBIA IS EVEN BETTER.  I HAVE BEEN THERE 23 TIMES SINCE I TOOK COMMAND – IN FACT I JUST GOT BACK SATURDAY – AND I HAVE SEEN PROGRESS ON EVERY VISIT.  THE UNITED STATES MADE AN ENORMOUS INVESTMENT IN THE GOVERNMENT OF COLOMBIA THREE AND A HALF YEARS AGO UNDER PLAN COLOMBIA.  THAT INVESTMENT IS NOW BEGINNING TO PAY DIVIDENDS.  UNDER PRESIDENT URIBE, THE GOVERNMENT OF COLOMBIA, WITH ROBUST POPULAR SUPPORT, IS MAKING HUGE STRIDES IN DEFEATING ITS NARCOTERRORISTS AND REJOINING THE RANKS OF PEACEFUL, SAFE AND SECURE STATES.    

     PRESIDENT URIBE IS A UNIQUE LEADER WHO IS ABLE TO MOTIVATE HIS ARMED FORCES AND GALVANIZE THE WILL OF THE PEOPLE.  I USUALLY TELL PEOPLE, “HE IS THE REAL DEAL.”  HE IS.  IT HAS BEEN MY PRIVILEGE TO SPEND A CONSIDERABLE AMOUNT OF TIME WITH HIM.  HE IS LIVING PROOF THAT ONE INDIVIDUAL CAN CHANGE THE COURSE OF EVENTS.  WITHOUT HIS PERSONAL LEADERSHIP, ENERGY, AND DEDICATION, I DON’T THINK THE COLOMBIANS WOULD BE AS FAR ALONG IN THEIR FIGHT AS THEY ARE.   YET HIS PERSONAL CHARISMA AND DRIVE ONLY GO SO FAR, AND HE WELL KNOWS IT.  THAT IS WHY HE IS BUILDING THE STRUCTURES TO SUSTAIN MOMENTUM AND INSTITUTIONALIZE SUCCESS BEYOND THAT OF HIS TERM.  

     THE COLOMBIAN MILITARY HAS BECOME MUCH BETTER AND MORE AGGRESSIVE IN THEIR OPERATIONS AGAINST THE FARC, THE ELN AND THE AUC.  THEY HAVE NEARLY DOUBLED THE NUMBER OF NARCOTERRORISTS CAPTURED WHILE ALSO SEIZING THE INITIATIVE ON THE BATTLEFIELD.  THEY HAVE HAD INCREASING SUCCESS AGAINST THE ENEMY’S LEADERSHIP.  MOST NOTABLY THE FARC’S SIMON TRINIDAD WAS CAPTURED BY THE ECUADORIANS AND TURNED OVER TO COLOMBIAN CUSTODY.  DEMOBILIZATIONS ARE UP, WITH SOME 3,500 MEMBERS OF ILLEGAL ARMED GROUPS HAVING VOLUNTARILY GIVEN UP ARMS SINCE PRESIDENT URIBE TOOK OFFICE.  THERE HAVE BEEN FEWER TERRORIST ATTACKS ON THE ELECTRICAL GRID, THE OIL PIPELINE, COMMUNICATIONS TOWERS, ROADS, BRIDGES, AND TOWNS.  COCAINE ERADICATION IS UP ALONG WITH INTERDICTION AND SEIZURES.  ACROSS THE ENTIRE COUNTRY, HOMICIDES, KIDNAPPINGS, ROBBERIES AND THEFTS ARE DOWN.  COLOMBIA’S ECONOMY IS GROWING AS MEASURED IN ITS STOCK MARKET, FOREIGN INVESTMENT, EXPORTS, AND BANKING REVENUES.  I AM HEARTENED BY THE PROGRESS THE COLOMBIANS ARE MAKING, OF THEIR OWN VOLITION, AND WITH OUR AID.  WE NEED TO STAY THE COURSE IN OUR SUPPORT OF THEIR EFFORTS.


EVERYTHING THE COLOMBIANS ARE DOING IN THEIR STRUGGLE IS IN ACCORDANCE WITH THE NORMS OF INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS LAW.  THEIR PERFORMANCE HAS BEEN CERTIFIED BY THE STATE DEPARTMENT.  THEY HAVE ESTABLISHED A JUDGE ADVOCATE GENERALS SCHOOL TO TRAIN THEIR OWN CADRE OF LAWYERS.  THESE LAWYERS INVESTIGATE ANY SUSPECTED HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSES BY GOVERNMENT FORCES WITHOUT FAIL.  NONE OF THE UNITS THE U.S. HAS VETTED AND TRAINED HAS BEEN ACCUSED OF HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSES.  THIS IS SIMPLY ONE AREA IN WHICH THERE IS NO COMPROMISE.  I AM CONFIDENT THAT PRESIDENT URIBE AND THE COLOMBIAN MILITARY HAVE TAKEN HUMAN RIGHTS TO HEART, UNLIKE THEIR ADVERSARIES, WHO COMMIT THE VAST, VAST MAJORITY OF HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSES.  LET ME GIVE YOU JUST ONE MORE POINT ON THIS.  AS MEMBERS OF THE ILLEGAL ARMED GROUPS DEMOBILIZE, AND THESE ARE STATISTICS FROM 2003, OVER 77% TURNED THEMSELVES INTO GOVERNMENT FORCES.  IF THEY THOUGHT THEY WOULD BE SUBJECT TO TORTURE AND ABUSE, THEY WOULD TURN THEMSELVES INTO NGOs AND THE CHURCH AS THEY DID IN YEARS PAST, BEFORE HUMAN RIGHTS BECAME AN INTEGRAL PART OF THE COLOMBIAN MILITARY’S ETHOS.  THE COLOMBIAN MILITARY IS AT WAR – AND IT WILL WIN – WHILE FIGHTING JUSTLY.  I’VE VISITED REMOTE REGIONS, BEEN TO THEIR HOSPITALS, AND SEEN THE CASUALTIES INFLICTED BY THOSE WHO SHOW NOTHING BUT CALLOUS DISREGARD FOR COLOMBIA AND HER PEOPLE – SO VERY UNLIKE THOSE WHO ARE FIGHTING TO SAVE THEIR COUNTRY.

    WE WILL CONTINUE OUR STEADY WORK WITH OUR NEIGHBORS BECAUSE SECURITY IS FUNDAMENTAL TO IMPROVING THE LOT IN LIFE OF THE CITIZENS OF ANY COUNTRY.  CITIZENS WHO FACE DAILY TURMOIL AND UNCERTAINTY CANNOT TAP THEIR INNATE TALENTS.  UNPREDICTABILITY AND VIOLENCE CAUSE MANY OF THE BEST AND BRIGHTEST TO LEAVE IN SEARCH OF NORMALCY.  THESE CITIZENS ARE EXACTLY THE ONES ESSENTIAL TO THE LONG TERM HEALTH OF ANY COUNTRY.  A NATION THAT LOSES ITS CITIZENS WITH THE MOST POTENTIAL –ITS ENTREPRENEURS AND PUBLIC SERVANTS – FORGOES ITS FUTURE.  

     IRWIN ROPERO – THE TEN YEAR OLD BOY KILLED BY THE FARC’S BICYCLE BOMB IN COLOMBIA – NEVER HAD A CHANCE IN LIFE.  HE WILL NEVER GET THE CHANCE TO GROW UP, GET A JOB, GET MARRIED, OR HAVE CHILDREN OF HIS OWN.  HE WILL NEVER GET THE CHANCE TO SERVE HIS NATION, HIS FAMILY, OR HIS GOD.  HIS LOSS IS TRAGIC, AND SHOCKING – YET ALL TOO FAMILIAR.  WE – AS GOOD GLOBAL CITIZENS – SHOULD NOT AND MUST NOT TURN A DEAF EAR TO OUR NEIGHBOR’S PLIGHT.  HERE IN THE GLOBAL CITY OF NEW YORK ESPECIALLY, WE UNDERSTAND THAT WHAT HAPPENS IN THE UNITED STATES AFFECTS LATIN AMERICA AND WHAT HAPPENS IN LATIN AMERICA AFFECTS THE UNITED STATES.  WE AT SOUTHERN COMMAND WILL CONTINUE OUR WORK TO IMPROVE THE SECURITY OF OUR NEIGHBORS, AND I AM CONFIDENT THAT YOU WILL CONTINUE YOUR WORK TO IMPROVE THEIR ECONOMIC, POLITICAL AND SOCIAL WELL-BEING.  TOGETHER WE ARE BUILDING A MUCH BRIGHTER FUTURE FOR THE ENTIRE AMERICAS.  I SINCERELY THANK YOU FOR YOUR EFFORTS.  GOD BLESS YOU AND GOD BLESS AMERICA.
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